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A Note on Names and Terms

Baltic place names in English are generally based on the Russian. The older, pre- 
revolutionary Russian names are often based on the German names, while post-1945 
Russian names are based on the local Latvian. Recent Anglo-American literature, how-
ever, often makes use of the Estonian, Latvian or Lithuanian equivalent. The local 
history of Riga during a period of rapid political change becomes even more confusing 
as street and local place names changed with the political fate of the city. Street names 
were known in the language of the speaker, often translating the meaning of the street 
name into the language in question. To cut through the confusion I have decided on the 
following scheme.

City names will be given in German (Mitau for Jelgava, Dorpat for Tartu). German 
terminology will also be used for the names of streets, regions and quarters within in 
the city, regardless of the context, sometimes indicating alternatives in parentheses. 
Thus the streets are “Sandstrasse” instead of “Smilšu iela” (Latvian) or “Sand Street” 
(English). City regions are rendered as “Vorstadt” or “Stadtteil”—thus “Moskauer 
Vorstadt” instead of the Russian “Moskovskii vorshtadt” or the potentially misleading 
“Moscow suburb.” The river will be called the Düna throughout and not Daugava or 
Dvina, except in the section on the Latvians, where the river itself takes on special 
meaning for the Latvians (Part II, Chapter 2, particularly Latvian Riga). The provinces 
will be referred to as Courland and Livonia, despite the ambiguity in the English term 
Livonia. In this book, it refers only to the province known as Livland in German, and 
Livliandiia in Russian, of which Riga was the capital until 1917, comprising the north-
ern part of what is today Latvia and the southern part of what is today the nation state 
of Estonia. The Russian term “guberniia” and the German term “Gouvernement” will 
be used for the respective adminstrative units under the Russian and German regimes 
respectively. The Baltic Germans will be referred to as Baltic Germans or Balts. Ger-
mans from Germany will be “Reich Germans.” 

Russian words and names will be transliterated according to the standard system 
used by the Library of Congress. Latvian words, names and titles will be written out in 
today’s orthography, hence “Latviešu avīze” instead of “Latweeschu awihse,” as would 
have been typical for the language before the later standardization.

Unless otherwise noted, all dates will be according to the Old Style until the Ger-
man capture of the city on 21 August 1917 (Old Style), which was already 3 September 
1917 (New Style). The Germans offi  cially introduced the New Style on 5 September 
and no later regime ever reversed that decision. 
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Introduction

During the period of pan-European war, civil war, and revolution from the summer of 
1914 until the Latvian armistice with Soviet Russia in the spring of 1920, the Baltic 
metropolis of Riga endured a tumultuous period of regime change, economic decline, 
demographic catastrophe, and inter-ethnic tension and violence. The people of the city 
shared the fate of people in every belligerent European society by suff ering the phys-
ical, material, and psychological hardships of wartime. Riga was among the largest 
cities on the continent, however, to actually become the scene of fi ghting. During the 
period of the First World War it was ravaged by a two-year siege and mass evacuation 
of its industrial infrastructure and population, became a garrison city for tens of thou-
sands of Russian soldiers, and was looted during the German capture of the city by the 
retreating army. Riga was taken by the Red Army, and the Soviet regime instituted a 
policy of terror against the wealthy population. There followed a vicious reprisal by 
 anti-communist forces in the spring of 1919 and fi nally, in the fall of that year, a four 
week battle for the city between the new Latvian Army and a Russo-German force. 
All told, there were seven diff erent regimes that claimed control of the city during this 
six-year period. The city’s multi-ethnic population endured these trials with greatly dif-
fering perceptions of what was happening around them and reacted to unfolding events 
in a myriad of ways. This book off ers both a description of the major events in Riga 
during this tumultuous period, as well as an interpretation of how the three major ethnic 
groups in the city—the Germans, the Latvians, and the Russians—experienced the war.

Part I on “The City at War” will start with a brief discussion of Riga before the 
war and then take the reader through a chronology of Riga at war from the summer 
of 1914 through the fall of 1919, with some general concluding remarks about the 
demographic changes brought about by the war. The initial public reactions to the war, 
the communal eff orts of 1914, the mass evacuation and the commonly suff ered deteri-
oration of conditions throughout the city up to 1917, and the eff orts of the city fathers 
to improve those conditions will be discussed. Major political events and policies, as 
well as key turning points in the city’s political and economic fate, will be the focus. 
Here the emphasis will be on the commonality of experience in the city, while diversity 
of experience within the population will also be considered where appropriate. Part I 
is arranged chronologically and divided into sections based on the changes in political 
and military power. The reader can refer to Table 1 for a general overview of the con-
fusing chronology. Each chapter will be introduced by a discussion of a major event 
which happened during that period. For these events, I have chosen mass celebrations, 



5

as they so poignantly refl ect the power relationships and mood in the city during the 
period under consideration.

Generally, Part I will closely follow the historical chronological order of events. 
While some interpretation will be off ered of the mass celebrations and of some epi-
sodes, such as the “Red and White Terrors” of 1919, the main purpose of Part I is to 
present the political and material context for Part II of the study, and to bring together 
into one narrative the disparate aspects of city history found in the literature, enriched 
by fi ndings from primary sources from numerous archives. 

Part II on “Wartime Experience” divides the city population into ethnic groups and 
tells a diff erent story for each. I argue that membership in a particular ethnic group 
was a decisive attribute in forming the essential elements of the wartime experiences 
of many individuals. Despite the shared elements of wartime life discussed in Part I, 
the war looked very diff erent depending on ethnic belonging. For each of the major 
groups, I will take the reader through various topics, touching on as many aspects of 
wartime life and perception as the sources allow. In some cases, the issue at stake is 
an inter-ethnic confl ict involving several groups. In that case, I will discuss the details 
of that confl ict under the section of the nationality which was most infl uenced by or 
concerned with that particular issue. The concluding chapter will summarize fi ndings 
and take the reader to the present cityscape of Riga in search of traces of Riga’s early 
twentieth-century wartime.

The theoretical foundation for Part II was the idea of Kriegserfahrung—wartime 
experience—as it was developed within the context of the “War and Society in the 
Modern Age” project at the Eberhard Karls Universität Tübingen.1 The concept of war 
experience that emerged was kept very broad, meant to be accessible and useful to a 
large team of interdisciplinary researchers. It encompasses passive and active elements 
of human experience and extends beyond the simple idea of war experience as being 
how men perceived battle. It includes prewar, wartime and postwar considerations of 
perception, interpretation, and action. Central to the whole idea was the socially con-
structed, subjective nature of knowledge as understood by scholars of the sociology of 
knowledge.2 Especially Part II of this study will apply this program of subjective expe-
rience and social knowledge, by considering how articulate members of Riga’s ethnic 
groups experienced and interpreted what happened and how they acted on those events.

Applying this concept of subjective war experience to collective experience, I de-
scribe and analyze motifs, topoi, themes, ideas, perceptions, and memories which are 
specifi c to large, ethno-confessional subsets of Riga’s population. Furthermore, break-
ing with the subjective nature of the model, I will also include empirically measurable 

1 The Sonderforschungsbereich (SFB) 437 “Krieg und Gesellschaft in der Neuzeit” was a 
ten-year interdisciplinary research project at the Eberhard Karls Universität Tübingen, 
 funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (German Research Foundation). See http://
www.uni- tuebingen.de/SFB437/ [accessed on 01.04.2014]

2 The social nature of knowledge is a core element in the idea of war experience as conceived 
in the aforementioned SFB Tübingen. A key text informing our understanding of the subjec-
tive nature of knowledge was B /L . A predecessor to the SFB was an investi-
gation of mentalities and places, see H /K /L /U .
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diff erences in group experience, such as demographic change and changes in political 
power with clear ethnic implications, when the historical record shows that they oc-
curred; these can be seen as important components of group experience even if no 
fi rst-person interpretations can be found which point to that aspect as a vivid part of 
how members of that group experienced the war subjectively.

The result will be a portrait of group experience based on both their empirically 
observable common fate, as well as on their socially constructed collective knowl-
edge. A useful concept and approach informing this study is the history of “everyday 
life,” taken from the German term Alltag or Alltagsgeschichte, and “experience” under-
stood in a broad sense.3 These elements of experience are in part what has been called 
the “Vorstellungswelt” or “imagined world”—that socially constructed part of reality 
which has to do with values, beliefs, and social norms subsumed in “mentality.” It can 
be contrasted with “Lebenswelt” or “material world” experience, which entails more 
prosaic issues like eating, sex, shelter, and work. Wartime experience as described here 
consists of both the imagined and the material world, however. It encompasses broad, 
abstract perceptions and their interpretations, as well as general or group-specifi c ef-
forts to manage aff airs at the ground level, whether those concerns involved feeding 
and clothing the family or working to usurp the political or military regime. Wartime 
blurs the line between the political and the mundane. Which of these elements receive 
treatment in each section will be driven to no small degree by the sources. This is an 
account of what was important to particular groups—sometimes closely mirroring their 
own words, sometimes representing my considered understanding of that group’s war-
time experience.

The three major ethnic groups of the city will be covered in separate sections in Part 
II: the Germans, who represented many of the local elite; the Latvians, who made up 
the demographic plurality and the Russians, a smaller, diverse population with an im-
portant political role at the beginning of the period. Together, these three ethnic groups 
made up more than 70 percent of the people in Riga in 1913. Other important groups 
such as the Jews, Poles and Lithuanians, each representing between 5 and 10 percent 
of Riga’s population, will not be considered here. I decided to focus on the city’s major 
nationality groups—the politically dominant groups who also had the greatest rivalries 
and who had a noticeable group interest in control of the city, the local constituencies 
of the neighboring great powers and the local national majority who would make Riga 
their new capital city.

This approach to nationalizing the history of the region has a long pedigree, of 
course. The Baltic Germans have long had their own historiography and the Latvians 
have a national historiography to look back on as well. In just about any history of the 
Baltic in general, and of Riga in particular, there is a strong emphasis on the role of 
nationalities. Sometimes, as in the present study, this has been explicit and central. The 

3 The following outline is based on the theoretical underpinnings of the SFB “War and Society 
in the Modern Age” project (see footnote 1). A similar, albeit not entirely compatible, version 
of what Alltag means for the historian can be found in G , pp. 11-16, from which I 
have borrowed several concepts and ideas presented here.
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recent collection Riga: Portrait einer Vielvölkerstadt4 consciously divides the city’s 
pre-World War One history along ethnic lines, using the defi nite article in its chapter 
titles to emphasize that the city was, in fact, a diff erent city for each ethnic group: 
“The Riga of the Latvians”; “The Riga of the Germans” (“Das Riga der Letten”; “Das 
Riga der Deutschen”), etc. It is in much the same spirit that Part II of this study has 
been conceived, but here the emphasis is on the war in the urban setting: the war of 
Riga’s Germans, the war of Riga’s Latvians, etc. It is certainly not a revolution in the 
historiography to claim that it was a diff erent war for each ethnic group. War often 
highlights ethnic identity and perception. The important element is the subjectivity of 
much of that experience; people relating to the same events and circumstances very dif-
ferently because of group—primarily national—membership and identity. Part II will 
off er a vivid image of just how this looked in this particular historical setting. 

By dividing Riga into ethnic groups for the following narrative, one runs the risk 
of following a kind of methodological nationalism, a nationalism which has been the 
central category in the historiography of the Baltic region for decades and which has 
not abated in recent years.5 While some moments of Part II do indeed focus on the 
strong, sometimes violent, interaction of the ethnic groups, ethnic nationalism is, in 
fact, much of what constitutes these group experiences, over and above simply taking 
sides in confl icts. It is about the perception, and I will argue in the case of the Germans 
and the Latvians a growing perception, of going through history as a member of a 
nationality. Local conditions and wartime events informed and reinforced the corre-
spondence between nationality and language, on the one hand, and social position, on 
the other. When describing the necessarily subjective moments of wartime experience 
under the terrible conditions of wartime Riga, ethnic nationalism can hardly be over-
looked. Ethnic nationalism contributed to and fed off  wartime experience. As we shall 
see—to name just one example—it was during wartime that Latvians won the city for 
themselves and found the language to call Riga their own. When they glorify their 
own role in those events, then that is their history, their group wartime experience. It 
is evident that the use of ethnic categories to defi ne wartime experience is not simply 
an historian’s projection backward through time, his imposition of more recent ethnic 
models on a past which was conceived of diff erently at the time. While no dividing 
line between ethnic groups is entirely clear, while some ambiguity is visible in the 
available population data, and even though the ethnic category is not always evident in 
the sources when one might expect it, for the most part the actors were very aware of 
ethno-national categories and used them themselves to explain their experiences. The 
war itself served to further defi ne membership and divide groups from each other.

4 O /W .
5 H , Grenzen, pp. 20-22, discusses this trend briefl y. She emphasizes the 

 German-based history of the Baltic Germans as Kulturträger, including the “Volk”-based 
history of the interwar period and Latvian historiography of suff ering and martyrdom. While 
her study also relies on the ethnic category for analysis, it strongly emphasizes the shared or 
“entangled” history and mutual infl uences.
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Fifteen years ago the literature on nations and nationalism was already so vast that 
a summary was already an ambitious scholarly undertaking.6 The pace of publication 
has hardly abated. It is clear both from the secondary literature and from a myriad 
of primary sources that the national communities were clearly “imagined” and, with 
few exceptions—among some Germanized Latvian and Russian conservative elites 
and a handful of mixed-marriages—clearly delineated. The prewar period was already 
marked by a sharpening of the divisions between national groups and ethnic fragmen-
tation within the city in political and cultural life. The war would exacerbate and mili-
tarize the rivalries over Riga’s place in each group’s national history. The competition 
over and concern for cultural institutions within Riga, and the prominent place of the 
question of statehood in the political and cultural life of the national groups after 1917 
lend explanatory power to an approach like that of Ernest Gellner. Modernity and the 
accompanying need for literacy and social mobility made matters of culture and matters 
of state intimately interconnected.7 The war off ered a chance for a new deal of the cards 
and several groups moved to take advantage of it, wrestling over control of the deck.

The yield of this approach will vary. The sources and their accessibility to the au-
thor were the most plentiful in relation to Riga’s German population. They have left 
the densest body of secondary literature and fi rst-hand accounts. This overall state of 
aff airs was reinforced by the small size of the German population in the city and the 
relatively high social status of the German community in Riga (both factors making my 
fi ndings more likely to be representative). It was comparatively easy to fi nd material 
from Germans who witnessed the events from Riga itself, often for prolonged periods 
of time. The Germans were also at the center of events during this seven-year period, 
making them appear in the sources everywhere—if not actively, then passively—in 
the archives, as well as in Latvian and Russian accounts. An arguable weakness in the 
German section is that the personal accounts outweigh the political. Little attention—or 
at least far less attention than in the case of the Latvians—is given to “high politics,” 
the projects, ideas, and personalities of important men who shaped policy. Since those 
German policies were mostly failures, and did not feature as prominently in German 
historical memory, this omission is in keeping with the intended subjective angle of the 
study.

Source availability was more diffi  cult in the case of the Latvians. There are few 
memoirs which paint a vivid picture of daily life in the city. Useful texts included 
those by professional writers who, by their social standing, artistic talent, and national 
self-perception probably represent a very particular niche, and those by Latvian rev-
olutionaries who were, by their very nature, outside the mainstream, and whose work 

6 See, for example, L .
7 G , passim. He argues that it is the desire for access to high culture as well as the op-

portunities opened up by economic modernization that drive nationalism. The unfolding of 
the war in Riga also fi ts well with the ideas outlined by R . He does not attempt to 
give a clear defi nition of “nation” or “nationalism,” but rather focuses on the historical con-
tingency and malleability of national projects. The present study is to an even lesser extent 
a study of nationalism if that means arguing for a particular defi nition of the term. Rather, it 
will show what national group membership entailed in this particular historical context.
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has been shaped by Soviet-era historiographical restrictions and politics. Here, political 
narratives of the period feature more strongly and the national narrative is more overtly 
connected to issues of both losing and gaining power.

The Russians proved the most elusive in the source material.8 They appear to have 
left the fewest fi rst-hand accounts. Furthermore, half their total number and most of 
their elites disappeared from the city for much of the period being investigated. The 
alternative has been to rely heavily on sources close to the Russian Orthodox Church, 
making their story as much confessional as national. The journal of the Orthodox arch-
diocese of Riga is the most important example used in this study.9

In all cases, the resulting collages of wartime experience will overlap and they will 
do so in such a way that I will not exhaustively disentangle. I have no fi rst-hand ac-
counts of Latvian or Russian victims of Bolshevism in Riga, to name just one, albeit 
particularly important example. As such, the German narrative of wartime encounter 
with that ideology defi nes that narrative of oppression and suff ering as a “German” 
wartime experience. However, there are Russian and Latvian accounts that indicate that 
at least some members of those ethnic groups shared the perspective that is labeled here 
as “German.” There are Russian journalistic accounts and Latvian literary accounts, for 
example, which resulted from that “experience.” But for Latvians and Russians, this 
does not take on the personal sharpness or breadth of consensus it has with the Germans 
according to the sources I have found.

There is a circular argument implied here, where ethnicity defi nes which experi-
ences I attribute to them. However, a case can be made for each experience topos I 
attribute to a particular ethnic experience narrative, based on the density, vividness, 
and explicit expressions of the fi rst-hand accounts which connect the experience to a 
certain group, or on the measured demographics of the situation. Nonetheless, there 
will be several places where the historian’s scalpel may seem to do more violence to 
the facts of the case than might normally be considered acceptable; for example, when 
two groups interact to create a wartime experience, but I attribute it to one ethnicity by 
putting that experience into one box and not the other. For one thing, it would be taxing 
on the reader to repeat the narrative. But more importantly, the approach here has been 
guided by the density of sources and a dose of pragmatism. Hence, the “Red Terror” 
is described in both Part I and in the German chapter, despite Latvian and Russian in-
volvement. The “White Terror,” however, seemed to fi t better into Part I and not as part 
of a national topos of experience, although a case could have been made to make it a 
Latvian or perhaps German ethno-political event. Several such compromises have been 
necessary throughout the book.

A possible solution is “entangled history”—an idea very well executed in Ulrike 
von Hirschhausen’s book on Riga before the war.10 In some situations, that is also 
what emerges here with the mixing of general history with group-specifi c history and 

8 This experience is shared by Ulrike von H , Grenzen, p. 136, who, quoting con-
temporary sources, even wrote of a Russian “reticence” (“Schweigen”). 

9 I use this journal, the Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, both for the prewar and wartime 
periods.

10 H , Grenzen, passim.
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myriad points of contact. I do not claim to make it my formal approach, however. The 
scheme chosen here is a compromise. It is neither a strictly chronological approach 
which would split important themes up into small snippets, destroying continuity, nor 
a collage where the chaos and simultaneity of the period is intentionally projected into 
the presentation.11

The high-political wrangling of the wartime years in the Baltic has been the subject 
of numerous books and essays. It will therefore not be the goal of this study to add any 
profound new insights to the growing pile of such work on high politics. My original 
intention was to provide an account from below the level of political participation and 
perception, a street-level story of an industrial city caught up in global and civil war. But 
it quickly became obvious that the war made politics relevant to everybody. In times 
of war, the question of power takes on an immediacy that reaches beyond the walls of 
government and down into the population at many levels. It forms and expresses itself 
in terms of ideological “-isms” and in questions of nations, territories, and parties. 
These abstractions were important to many people and central to their perception of the 
war, and therefore merit discussion in their own right. Much of this politicization will 
be covered relatively briefl y when it comes to these abstractions and “-isms,” however. 
The focus of this study is more local and more material: In times of mass violence and 
turmoil and fear, political fate becomes attached to everyday life. When one’s house is 
open to search and one’s property can be seized, or one’s children are forced out of one 
school and into another, it matters more than ever whether the city militiamen belong to 
“us” or to “them.” When the powers that be continually appeal to the ongoing state of 
emergency to justify their policies, it is better to be a friend of the regime than a cause 
of its alarm. When the city is divided against itself, there are always winners and losers. 
These roles changed during the war and tracing those changes is part of this story. Such 
changes could decide who received a bread card, who was allowed to use a church 
building, whose language one’s children learned in school, or whose army they served 
and died in. For the most part, then, the story will stay in Riga and venture outside the 
city only when absolutely necessary, and even then only briefl y.12

Many elements of public life will be covered in the study to the extent the sources 
allow. The war had a profound eff ect on public life even outside a narrowly defi ned 
sphere of politics. Political control and military expediency determined the fate of all 
manner of public associations, not only offi  cial bureaucracies, administrations, and 
public force structures such as the police. Thus, sporting and other social clubs, and 
both state and private economic enterprises suff ered. Churches and church property 
became a battleground when constantly shifting populations and regimes brought dif-
11 It is the narrative problem inherent in historical work but especially noticeable in projects 

like S , where the author struggles, successfully in my view, with the form in which 
to present a spatially and chronologically dense, chaotic theme in some kind of order.

12 This is in contrast to other accounts, for example, H , Grenzen. While her most 
vivid examples and the relevant biographies are drawn from the city, she writes for many 
pages without relating these to what is happening in the urban space. Even her chapter on 
“Raumvorstellungen,” pp. 341-362, where, in a book on Riga, one might expect a discussion 
of the city as political and social space, hardly mentions the city at all. Thus, her emphasis is 
ultimately on regional and national implications, with Riga serving as a reference point.
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ferent religious needs with diff ering power resources to the fore. Theaters were also 
subject to redistribution according to the desires of the current regime. Cultural insti-
tutions such as these, but especially schools, are central to the identities of the ethnic 
communities discussed here. Examples will show how part of wartime experience con-
sisted of the struggle to preserve or increase each group’s stake in the city’s cultural 
landscape, and how the winners and losers of the wartime process could be read on the 
faces of such institutions.

One theme that will be relevant is internal division, especially for the Latvians. It 
is a central argument of this study that ethnic identity was a determining factor for the 
formation of wartime perception and action, indeed, perhaps the most important factor. 
It is, however, equally true that the war also exacerbated divisions within each ethnic 
community, at least initially, with compromise—or fl ight—following later in the war. 
The elites of each ethnic group were already arrayed, to some extent, into rival fac-
tions—divided over the central questions of national life—before 1914. These rivalries 
were not new, but were exacerbated by the war and, in some cases, decided by the war. 
In any case, they became part of what defi ned the wartime experiences of each group. 
In some cases they might have mitigated the specifi city of a group-specifi c wartime 
experience, but they never erased it.

Throughout the text the original language wording of most quotations is given in the 
footnotes. For particularly long quotations, the original German, Russian or Latvian is 
given at the end of the volume. These lengthier quotations were included because they 
were important to the argument or because they illustrate something about the war in a 
particularly poignant or colorful way.

Historiography and Sources

Soviet Latvian historiography of the period has glorifi ed the wave of Bolshevik sen-
timent in Latvia, which was certainly real enough, while ignoring or downplaying the 
movement for an independent, sovereign state of Latvia. The Latvian Soviet Ency-
clopedia claimed that the new country was a “toy in the hands of imperialists” while 
ignoring, for example, the 85 percent participation in the elections to the constituent 
congress.13 Soviet authors were encumbered not only by ideological restraints, but they 
also had little access to even previously published materials by or about people who 
disappeared from history during the Stalinist oppression of the 1930s. Even after he 
was rehabilitated as a carrier of the fl ag of Lenin in Latvia, the writings of Pēteris 
Stučka  were still hidden away. Thus, Latvian history, even the history of its Bolshevik 
heroes, was typically very depersonalized. Even the Latvian contribution to the suc-
cess of Bolshevism was sometimes downplayed and the Russian role emphasized.14 
The contributions of Soviet history to our knowledge of the era are strongest in fi lling 
in details on some otherwise neglected periods or incidents which were ideologically 
safer and for which archival access was necessary. For purposes of this study, the major 

13 See B , Pateiktais, p. 45.
14 Ibidem, pp. 45-46. This ironically confi rms the Baltic German perception at the time that the 

Latvians were not free agents in history, but simply passive receptors of Russian ideology.
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contributions of Soviet historiography have been on the theme of the mass evacuation 
by Netesin15 and Bērziņš’ late Soviet-era work on Latvia, particularly on Riga during 
the German occupation,16 as well as the fi rst-hand accounts of Latvian revolutionaries 
who worked in Riga. Soviet sources are also the only secondary sources which have 
given any detailed account of the events during early 1919, when the city was under 
communist control.17 For Part II, the account of wartime experience, Soviet sources 
shed some light on the experience of Latvian Bolsheviks and their wartime political 
agitation and struggle for power.18

Émigré historiography is quite diff erent, of course. Here, the emphasis is on the 
Latvian nation state in the case of Latvian émigrés such as Andersons , Aizsilnieks  and 
Šilde .19 The historian Andrew Ezergailis , a generation younger than those authors who 
personally experienced the loss of statehood during the Second World War, also did 
important work on Latvian communism and the revolution which has informed this 
study.20 More recent work conducted in independent Latvia, and by Latvians abroad, 
has not avoided the period completely, but the emphasis has clearly been on later histo-
ry, primarily the Second World War and the Soviet occupation, as well as the interwar 
period. Some work on the Latvian rifl emen and Latvia during World War One has been 
reworked and then republished from the pre-1989 period.21 In addition to general his-
tories, a multi-volume history of Latvia in the twentieth century has also been started 
by a team of researchers, the fi rst volume of which, covering the period 1900 to 1918, 
has proven useful.22 

Non-Latvian, Western literature, primarily from Britain, North America, and Ger-
many, including Baltic Germans authors, has, in general, hardly addressed this period 
in Latvia directly, except with articles on specifi c aspects of history, but has shown 
great interest in the period before 1914 with several detailed studies of national milieus 
in Riga and the social history of the city in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.23 While 
interest in World War One, including the eastern front, has surged over the past ten to 

15 N .
16 B , Okupācijas.
17 In addition to Soviet-era histories of Latvia in general such as S , there are more 

specifi c works on Riga such as K , Rīga 1860-1917; I , Rīga Sociālisma; V -
/G /M ; and T .

18 For example, both parts of Par Padomju Latviju and M , Vooruzhennoe vosstoianie.
19 See A ; Šilde; and A .
20 E , Bolshevik Year; I , Causes; I , Esejas; and I , Latvian Autonomy.
21 B , Latviešu strēlnieki; B , Latvija Pirmā pasaules kara laikā.
22 I , 20. Gadsimta.
23 Relatively recent work on the social history of Riga before the war includes O /

W ; H , several titles, but especially Grenzen; M /A , as 
well as older works such as L , Entwicklung; H ; H /R /W ; E -

/P , Provinzen.This latter source is particularly rich in information on the 
political situation during the period covered here. Articles on narrow aspects of interest here 
have been rarer, but include particularly H ; L , Kundgebung; S ; C . 
A good summary of the literature on the Bolshevik period can be found in the notes to H -

, Legende.



13

fi fteen years, and work on the Baltic area has shown strong interest in ethno-national 
identity, Latvia during the period of the world war and revolution has not drawn much 
attention. Of particular interest to this study has been work on the civilian experience 
and ethnic mobilization in wartime.24 

Archival sources have been collected from ten diff erent sites. The most important, 
the most vivid, and most widely used in this study have been the fi les of the Riga city 
administration (LVVA in Riga) for both the early period of the war and the German oc-
cupation period; the Department of Police (GARF in Moscow) and the Dvinsk military 
district (VIA in St. Petersburg) for the period before mid-1917; and the American Re-
lief Administration (Hoover Institution in Stanford) and the Herder Institute Marburg 
for 1919. Files for many clubs and organizations were consulted as well, but proved 
less fruitful than expected, especially for the period after the breakdown of societal life 
from the spring of 1915. The press was consulted on a case-by-case basis for important 
thematic emphasis or to fi ll in gaps not covered by other source material. Due to the na-
ture of the subject matter—a politically and socially highly fragmented period—there 
is little continuity in the sources. No particular set of fi les or other sources could be 
completely consulted, no archival “vein” could be followed through the entire period.25 
Each new regime, each situation, each episode examined in the following called on 
varied types of material.

Before we begin our chronology of wartime events, we turn our attention to Riga at 
peace, one of the prewar Russian Empire’s largest cities, a growing, multi-ethnic indus-
trial and commercial metropolis of half a million people. While the violence and unrest 
of the 1905 Revolution were a recent memory and tensions remained, the city had not 
seen war and foreign invasion for almost a century and not been the scene of battle for 
two hundred year s.

24 See primarily G , Empire and I , Russia’s First World War; B /G , 
Homelands; L ; S . A recent example of wartime experience research in East Cen-
tral Europe, which has been conducted outside the context of the aforementioned Sonderfor-
schungsbereich is T .

25 The fi les of the various churches might prove to be an interesting exception here. They could 
not be drawn on for this study, however.
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I  The City at War

1   Riga before the War

The Tsar Comes to Riga

Only a few years before the outbreak of the war, in July of 1910, Riga celebrated the 
two hundredth anniversary of the Russian conquest of the province of Livonia. To mark 
the occasion, the tsar visited Riga, the provincial capital, the fi rst royal visit to the city 
in decades. The three-day succession of formal greetings, processions, parades, and 
ceremonies, and the list of participants—from the tsar himself down through the ranks 
of imperial, provincial and local dignitaries and local organizations to the crowds of on-
lookers—give a vivid impression of the city and its relationship to the Russian Empire. 
They show the complexity of local conditions and tensions in the city during Russia’s 
brief “Silver Age” between the Revolution of 1905 and the catastrophe of 1914. Riga 
was navigating the diffi  cult course into the modern, nationalist, industrial age both bur-
dened and invigorated by this complexity. 

The day before the celebrations were to begin, the city was already in festive re-
galia. All the offi  cial buildings were covered with fl ags: the fl ags of Livonia, of the 
Russian Empire, provincial cities, and the royal family fl ew from the Riga castle, from 
the House of the Black Heads (the Schwarzhäupterhaus, the ornate downtown mer-
chants’ meeting building), and from the Rathaus and other city and state structures. 
Other prominent structures were also in full parade uniform: the stock exchange was 
hung with fl ags and marked with huge numbers “1710-1910,” the Russian Bank of 
Foreign Trade (Russkii dlia vneshnei torgovli bank) on Jakobstrasse was decked out in 
fl ags and the Hotel Rossiia was lit up for the occasion. The churches spared no eff ort. 
The Lutheran cathedral was festively shrouded in pine wreaths, heraldic shields, and 
streamers. Four giant fl ags waved from the St. Peter’s tower. Triumphal arcs crossed 
several of the main city avenues. The city was already fi lled with visitors: schoolchil-
dren from all over the Baltic provinces being led through the city by their teachers, 
luxurious automobiles and expensive carriages carrying nobility or state dignitaries 
through the crowded streets, thousands of tourists peeking at the commemorative sou-
venirs on display in the shop windows.1

1 Further descriptions of the events can be found in Die Kaisertage in Riga; Petrovskiia tor-
zhestva; H , Flags and Bayonets, pp. 476-486; Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, 1-15 
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The festivities began with a night of rain, but the weather had markedly improved 
by noon. At twelve, the schoolchildren, dressed in white hats, the girls carrying fl owers, 
and the professional and volunteer fi re departments dressed in blue and red, marched 
out and lined the parade route. Near the Schützengarten, the members of the Schützen-
verein (Rifl e Club) and the Deutscher Verein (German Club) gathered in their uniforms. 
The German Selbstschutz (Self Defense Militia) stood at various positions, together 
with members of the Deutscher Verein in front of the Ritterhaus (today the Latvian 
Saiema), near the cathedral and near the royal pavilion. Near the pavilion there were 
also representatives of the Russian population, many in national costume. The police 
let traffi  c continue as normal for as long as possible, before closing the parade route to 
make way for the tsar.

In September 1908, the governor of Livonia had asked the city administration of 
Riga to select a place to erect a monument to commemorate Peter the Great , the Rus-
sian capture of the city and the addition of Livonia to the Russian Empire in 1710. The 
city fathers quickly agreed upon a location near the city center—where the Freedom 
Monument currently stands—and in November of that year, more than a year before 
the ceremony itself, they were informed that the tsar himself would be coming to Riga 
to unveil the statue on the anniversary of the victory. It was to be the fi rst visit by a 
tsar to Riga in forty-three years. A committee was formed to make all the necessary 
preparations. It included the governor, the mayor, representatives of the nobility, the 
guilds, and the Börsenkomitee (Stock Exchange Committee), and thus refl ected the 
local power structure. They organized fundraising in those areas acquired by Russia in 
1710 and collected almost ninety thousand rubles, mostly from the nobility. The city 
of Riga invested twenty-eight thousand rubles in the statue and four hundred thousand 
more in a variety of city improvements, including new cobblestones for streets, the 
new Peter Park, several hostels for children, the elderly and the poor, and new educa-
tional facilities.2 All manner of local organizations in Riga raised money for the statue, 
representing clubs and associations from all nationalities and religious denominations 
in Riga, something which was interpreted in the imperial capitals as an indication of 
general Baltic loyalty to the monarchy.3

The actual conquest of the city two hundred years before had been a horrifi c event. 
By 1710, the city was already in economic ruin from ten years of war between Sweden 
and Russia. In 1700, the outlying parts of the city had been burned to the ground to 
prepare for a siege which never materialized. Much of what was rebuilt was destroyed 
again in November 1709 to prepare the city for battle. The siege by Russian forces began 

July, 1-15 August, 1 September 1910. Much of the information in these accounts overlaps. 
Detailed lists of participants at some events are documented in GARF 435/1/2 pp. 70-72; 
GARF 435/1/3 pp. 81, 83, 97 and 98.

2 See Kratkii obzor; B , pp. 30-34; Petrovskiya Torzhestva; Bericht über die Fei-
erlichkeiten in Riga im Juli 1910 vom Militär-Bevollmächtigten des Kaiserlich Russischen 
Hofes v. Hintze, St. Petersburg, 23 July 1910 in: PAAA R 10198, pp. 1-14; and in contempo-
rary Riga newspaper articles. One of the most detailed sources is the booklet: Die Kaisertage 
in Riga.

3 H , Grenzen, pp. 330-331.
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two weeks later with a bombardment by Russian artillery. Only in June was the city 
completely surrounded, but starvation and disease had long set in. The spread of dis-
ease actually increased when the Russian troops entered. Twelve of the nineteen mem-
bers of the city council were dead by September, as were fi ve of the city’s six council 
secretaries, all of the city’s notaries and lower court judges, and all pharmacists except 
one. Estimates of the total dead ranged from twenty-two thousand to sixty thousand.4 

The historical facts of the conquest hardly played any role at the bicentennial, how-
ever, despite a broad public discourse about what the jubilee meant for the area. Unlike 
the mass ceremonies of the war years to come, the commemorative events of 1910 
off ered the local elite time to formulate nuanced and often competing interpretations 
of the background history. Baltic German conservatives tended to emphasize a remem-
brance of Peter the Great  as a westerner and westernizer, an interpretation that would of 
course strengthen the Baltic German understanding of their own cultural mission in the 
East. Latvian elites were concerned to show their loyalty after the unrest of 1905 and 
timed the Fifth Latvian Song Festival to closely coincide with the tsar’s visit, choosing 
to emphasize an interpretation of Peter  as a federalist and reformer, which refl ected the 
growing Latvian interest in cultural autonomy.5

On the afternoon of 3 July 1910, crowds of people lined the bank of the river Düna 
opposite the city. Cavalry blocked the riverbank on the Innenstadt side, permitting only 
the designated schoolchildren, state and city authorities, and the honor guard access. 
The dignitaries included Prime Minister Pyotr Stolypin , General Kurlov , Minister of 
War Vladimir A. Sukhomlinov , other army and navy offi  cers, members of the Livo-
nian Landräte (Land Councils) and Landmarschall Baron Pilar von Pilchau , as well 
as  Mayor of Riga George Armistead , the head of the circuit court, the curator, and 
members of the city council. The wives of the dignitaries waited out on the river in the 
steamer Condor until the royal yacht Shtandart appeared.

The tsar disembarked and entered the city. Having been greeted by the minister 
of the royal court, he was welcomed fi rst by the representatives of the military and 
inspected the waiting honor guard Vyazma Regiment. The national anthem was played. 
Again and again, the waiting schoolchildren, the sailors on the torpedo boats in the 
river, and the public standing on nearby balconies cheered Tsar Nikolai  with shouts of 
“hurrah.” The tsar spent a few moments with the commanders of the local military units 
before the honor guard marched past the tsar, who greeted them and was answered by 
cheers from the soldiers.

Only then was it the mayor’s turn. He awaited the tsar in the nearby tent and  handed 
him salt and bread as a sign of welcome. This was followed by greetings from the 
landed nobility, then by the civil authorities, introduced by the governor. Then the tsar 
boarded his carriage and, to the sound of church bells, musical bands, and the cheers 
of the crowds of schoolchildren, clubs and organizations, rode into the city center and 
through the Via Triumphalis on Nikolaistrasse. His entourage followed in countless 
carriages and automobiles. Meanwhile, the wives, escorted by Mrs. Armistead, the 

4 B .
5 H , Grenzen, pp. 331-337.
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mayor’s wife, were taken aboard the Shtandart to enjoy tea and cakes with the tsarina 
and the royal daughters.6

The tsar’s column arrived at the Russian Orthodox cathedral just outside the city 
center where crowds of people were waiting. The archbishop was the fi rst to greet him. 
Following the liturgy, the archbishop, the abbess of the Holy Trinity Sergius convent, 
and a representative the Orthodox Peter-Paul Brotherhood presented the tsar with holy 
icons. 

Earlier that day, there had been a morning liturgy in preparation for the arrival of the 
tsar in the Orthodox cathedral. The head archpriest Pliss  held a sermon which expressed 
the attitude of the Russian Church toward the coming event. The conquest of Livonia 
and Riga in 1710 not only meant the acquisition of territory for Russian settlement and 
contact with the West, but the renewal of Orthodox Christianity in the Baltic region. 
Pliss  called on Russians to resist Protestantism and Catholicism, which had taken hold 
in the area, and strive to unify all of Russia under the one true faith. The tens of thou-
sands of conversions to Orthodoxy since the annexation were presented as evidence 
that it was possible to unify the Baltic with the Russian people.7 With its emphasis on 
the imperial context and unifi cation with Russia, this is a typically Russian perspective, 
of course. More importantly, it shows a stark awareness of local competition over issues 
of interpretation. It is an argument against the competing claims of other constituencies. 

The royal carriage then carried the tsar to Domplatz (Cathedral Square), where he 
was greeted fi rst by the president of the Livonian consistory and representatives of the 
Riga Lutheran church administration, then by the reformed congregation and Lutheran 
churches in the Patrimonial area. In the Lutheran cathedral, the organ played “A Mighty 
Fortress is our God”—a hymn written by Martin Luther  that would feature during the 
war years as a source of comfort for the German community in Riga—before the tsar 
addressed the local clergy. After a brief tour of the building, the tsar then left the church 
after a total of about twenty minutes. Outside, he was again greeted by the cheers of the 
crowd.8 The next station was the House of the Black Heads, where the tsar was greeted 
by the guild leadership, then to the Ritterhaus for a reception with the nobility, and then 
to supper on the royal yacht. Between each station, the tsar was cheered by crowds and 
by schoolchildren who lined the route.

The next day, there was another Orthodox service before the unveiling of the statue. 
It was christened by the Orthodox clergy and inspected by Tsar Nikolai . After a military 
parade, there was a wreath-laying ceremony at the statue: fi rst by a military unit, then 
fourteen marshals of the nobility, followed by wreaths from the cities of St. Petersburg 
and Moscow, the Livonian nobility and that of Oesel, the city of Riga, other Livonian 
cities, and the nobility of Courland.9

6 Die Kaisertage in Riga, pp. 15-21; Petrovskiia torzhestva, pp. 3-10; H , Flags and Bay-
onets, pp. 477-479.

7 Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, No. 13-14, 1-15 July 1910, pp. 438-444.
8 Die Kaisertage in Riga, pp. 23-25. See also a detailed account in H .
9 The unveiling of the statue is described in Die Kaisertage in Riga, pp. 37-40; Petrovskiia 

torzhestva, pp. 19-20.
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The noon meal was taken with court and city offi  cials. The afternoon began with 
a short reception at Riga castle, where the tsar met with representatives of the guilds, 
leading merchants, an organization of leading Russian merchants, factory owners, the 
Orthodox Latvian Consistory, the Old-Believer Society, Russian organizations, the 
United Polish Societies, the Rifl e Club, the Latvian Jubilee Singing Festival Commit-
tee, the Society of Property Owners, the Jewish Society, the Women’s Animal Defense 
Committee, a children’s home, and representatives of the city of Mitau and the Baltic 
Orthodox Brotherhood. In the courtyard of the castle he met representatives of local 
towns, rural areas and of the Russian population of Dorpat. 

Mid-afternoon was taken up with a party in the Kaisergarten with the same groups 
of people from the castle and representatives of foreign consulates and societies. There 
was some public access to these events with special tickets. After the choirs sang the 
hymn “God Protect the Tsar,” they sang two Russian songs followed by two Latvian 
songs. Then the United German Male choir sang two German songs. The tsar pro-
ceeded to the Nikolai Gymnasium to meet with schoolchildren and watch them perform 
gymnastics, fl ag presentations, and a ceremonial march. In the evening, he visited the 
Ritterhaus, where the Livonian nobility hosted seven hundred prominent guests. In an 
act which made an impression the visiting Russians, the Germans used this opportunity 
to display some self confi dence. When the tsar entered the hall, the marshal of the no-
bility did not step up to greet him at the doorway, but waited in the center of the room 
for the tsar to come to him while the rest of the nobles bowed. This self-confi dence ap-
parently annoyed Prime Minister Stolypin  and some others from Tsar Nikolai’s  entou-
rage.10 The rest of the evening was marked by continuous praise of the tsar, about which 
a German diplomat later remarked: “… they were words of homage from German 
noblemen and not the slavish fl attery of Russian boyars and servitors. Too bad! The tsar 
prefers the latter!”11 The German elites could thus confi dently demonstrate their loyalty 
while preserving their dignity and making a symbolic show of independence. Ulrike 
von Hirschhausen argues that any talk of German loyalty having shifted by this time is 
unfounded.12 But this incident may serve to mark the limits of that loyalty in that the 
Baltic Germans were conveying the message that they were ones who were at home in 
Livonia, while the tsar was a guest. They were arguably confi rming their claim to the 
area as traditional German territory.

On the third day, Nikolai  II was taken to nearby Kurtenhof for a military parade and 
the unveiling of another monument to Peter the Great  and then back to Riga to the new 
Peter Park to plant trees and meet local sporting clubs, city offi  cials and their wives, 
as well as members of the nobility. Then the tsar and his family, escorted by Mayor 
Armistead  and others, inspected the harbor. The royal yacht left Riga with an escort of 
warships. Crowds lined the river to cheer and salute. On the following day, there was a 

10 See letter from German Embassy in St. Petersburg to Bethmann Hollweg, 6 August 1910 in: 
PAAA R 10198, pp. 4-5.

11 Ibidem, p. 7. Original quotation: “... sie waren die Huldigungen deutscher Edelleute und 
nicht die sklavischen Schmeicheleien russischer Bojaren und Dienstmannen. Schade! Der 
Zar ist mehr auf letztere abgestimmt!”

12 H , Grenzen, pp. 334-335.
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garden party for local dignitaries and a “commoners’ party” (Volksbelustigung) near St. 
Paul’s church, on the Kobern meadow (Kobernwiese), and at the horse market.13 

The accounts describing the events emphasize the great enthusiasm with which cit-
izens of all nationalities greeted the royal family; the numerous opportunities that the 
people had to actually see the monarch; the order and discipline shown by the popula-
tion; the good impression that Riga made on all visitors, including the royal family; and 
the effi  ciency and productivity of the local administration, and its showing off  Riga’s 
“cultural uniqueness which had developed over the course of centuries”14 in all its maj-
esty. German publications acknowledge how much the Germans owed to the tsar for 
allowing their unique culture to thrive on Russian territory and the great thankfulness 
of the German population for that privilege.

The protocol followed during the tsar’s visit refl ects the prominent role of the mil-
itary in the way in which the regime orchestrated the event. The tsar not only greeted 
the military fi rst, before the mayor, the imperial offi  cials, or representatives of the local 
elite, but he spent more time with them. The unveiling of the statue was accompanied 
again by a military formation and a military parade. Peter  was displayed as a warrior- 
leader, in full uniform, a conqueror on his horse. The fi rst to lay their wreaths were the 
local military units.

The mixing of imperial, multi-ethnic, multi-confessional, tsar-oriented imagery on 
the one hand, and specifi cally Russian national symbolism on the other, was obvious 
throughout: the Russian Orthodox clergy received more time on the schedule than all 
the other religious representatives combined, Russian organizations were proportion-
ally over-represented at gatherings and they were fi rst in line to greet the monarch and 
present him with bread and salt. Russian songs were sung fi rst—followed by Latvian 
and only then by German songs. The protocol gives the impression that Riga was not 
just a city in the Russian Empire, but a thoroughly Russian city with a few quaint mi-
norities. But there is little consensus among the eye-witnesses about whose symbols 
and actions were predominant. A German diplomat noted that the ceremonies were very 
Russian in character, but that the government found it unavoidable to acknowledge the 
“German element” on several occasions15 and, as pointed out above, the local German 
elite did use the opportunity to display some independence of character. 

Much of the protocol observed while the tsar was in Riga refl ected Russian ceremo-
nial tradition more than local conditions. This created some tension between the socio- 
economic and political realities of Riga in 1910 and the city’s symbolic representation 
at the ceremonies.16 Overall, however, the protocol refl ected the concentric circles of 
social reality in the empire on the eve of the Great War: the tsar at the center, furthest 

13 The events are described in Die Kaisertage in Riga, pp. 47-67; Petrovskiia torzhestva, pp. 20-
44.

14 Die Kaisertage in Riga, p. 68. Original quotation: “… im Laufe der Jahrhunderte entwickelte 
kulturelle Eigenart.”

15 Letter from German Embassy in St Petersburg to Bethmann Hollweg, 6 August 1910 in: 
PAAA R 10198, p. 2.

16 Hettling and Nolte have noted several more elements in their summary of large-scale cere-
monies in nineteenth-century Germany, which I will draw on in the following analysis to 
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away from the “masses,” surrounded by his court entourage and imperial generals and 
military; then the local political, religious and economic elite; fi nally, the participation 
in some aspects of the ceremonies by clubs and organizations, and, on the outside, the 
cheering crowds, apparently cut off  from direct participation at the center, relegated to 
watching the parades and then participating in carnival games only after the tsar had left 
the city. Certain aspects of the protocol acknowledged local conditions; for example, 
the importance of the economic elite for life in Riga. The prominence of place given 
to the various banks and economic institutions and their decorations on the festive face 
of the city, the tour of the harbor, the high rank given to their representatives at certain 
receptions—all of these elements refl ected their importance for Riga itself. 

Riga was somewhat typical for Eastern Europe in the sense that social class and 
ethnicity traditionally corresponded; however, this meant that pride of place during the 
tsar’s visit should have gone to German institutions and their representatives. The cere-
mony’s compromise between local culture and imperial symbolism required, therefore, 
that the social elite—traditionally mainly German—be both on display and in the shad-
ows. The traditional correspondence between nationality and social strata had been dis-
solving somewhat during the modernization of the city with the rise of a Latvian middle 
and upper classes. The recent Revolution of 1905 had brought both ethnic and class 
tensions to the forefront. Featuring the Livonian German nobility (Ritterschaft) at sev-
eral events gave the Germans their due, but sidestepped the problem of nationality to 
the extent that it could be presented as a soslovie (Stand or feudal estate) and religious 
confession. Specifi cally German elements in the sense of modern nationalism were not 
desired. If a German had not been mayor—indeed, he was actually a descendent of the 
small English colony in Riga—German representation would not have exceeded Polish 
representation by much at all. Catholic participation—which would have meant Poles 
and Lithuanians, as well as some Russians and Latvians—is not mentioned explicitly 
in any description of the ceremony, despite Catholics making up nearly 20 percent of 
the urban population. The emphasis on the Livonian Ritterschaft was not totally out of 
place of course, since the point of the jubilee was not Riga alone, but the province of 
Livonia, of which Riga was the capital city.

Tsar Nikolai’s  presence as ruler reconnected Riga to the events of 1710 and to the 
Russian monarchy.17 The presence of the tsar symbolized and emphasized the imperial 
aspect throughout. The central event—the unveiling of the statue—brought a Russian 
imperial symbol even closer to the heart of the city than the Orthodox cathedral, built 
in the 1800s, had been.18The procession elements of mass ceremonies are generally 

compare bürgerlich mass celebrations with the Tsar’s visit to Riga in 1910. See H /
N .

17 H /N , pp. 11-12. Hettling and Nolte describe a typical mass festivity as being 
made up of a “mystery” (Mysterium) a “procession” (Prozession). The “mystery” was the 
founding event or the great break with previous history that all such celebrations are used to 
remember.

18 The construction of the cathedral was typical for the western provinces of Russia at the time. 
Similar projects were undertaken in Tallinn and Warsaw, for example, as a way of marking 
these potential capital cities as “Russian.” 
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intended to dissolve the division between the symbolized reality being presented on the 
one hand, and the public on the other. By involving the public in the events in Riga, the 
public was supposed to identify with the symbols and the interpretation being off ered 
by the organizers. Although mass participation was limited, the press was convinced 
that the ceremonies had created a closeness between the tsar and his subjects. Accord-
ing to one observer, participation was limited both by the organizers and by the volun-
tary non-participation of certain groups. The Poles, who made up almost 10 percent of 
the population in Riga, generally stayed away out of protest against the government’s 
recent anti-Polish measures. Latvian socialists were considered a security risk and kept 
away (this will be discussed in more detail below). “The Latvian element was only 
represented by a number of people from the middle class who wanted to expunge the 
memory of their sins during the Revolution [of 1905] by showing their patriotism and 
whose displays of homage were thus particularly obtrusive.”19 The festival leadership 
therefore called upon the nobility to use the Deutscher Verein as a provider of public 
backdrop. In addition, Old Believers from Riga and wider Livonia, who were known 
for their loyalty to the tsar, were also called to line his carriage routes: “The thus 
artifi cially-created crowd was always in place wherever the emperor appeared, due 
to skillfully staged theatrical shifting [of the invited public], and greeted the monarch 
with enthusiastic cheers.”20 If this portrayal from the German archives—which con-
fl icts with the published accounts which stress broad participation and enthusiasm—is 
accurate, then the tsar’s visit to Riga off ered virtually no opportunity for the people to 
participate in the symbolism of the procession. However, the presence of city clubs at 
some events makes it appear that at least a small, select number of “normal” citizens 
from various national groups were able to see the tsar up close.

Agitation and protest were nipped in the bud. On the eve of the visit, there had been 
some fear of socialist violence. The Latvian section of the Social Democratic Party, 
which still represented the political voice of many if not most Latvians, did not off er an 
interpretation of Peter  the Great at all compatible with that of Latvian liberals. Instead, 
it printed leafl ets for Riga’s working class, soldiers, and sailors, encouraging the “con-
scious workers” to refrain from participation and to not acknowledge the tsar’s visit 
in any manner. They reminded the readers of the events of 1905 to 1907, and argued 
that the tsar was a tyrant who was only interested in military ceremony. The pamphlet 
addressed to the workers pointed out that the use of children to line the tsar’s path 
through the city was just a ruse to protect the tsar from bomb-throwing assassins. The 

19 Letter from German Embassy in St. Petersburg to Bethmann Hollweg, 6 August 1910 in: 
PAAA R 10198, pp. 1-4. The pages of the fi le are not numbered from beginning to end of 
the fi le. Each document has its own pagination. The original quotation is on page 3 of this 
letter: “Das lettische Element war nur durch eine Anzahl Leute aus dem Mittelstand, die ihre 
Sünden aus der Revolutionszeit durch scheinbaren Patriotismus vergessen machen wollten 
und daher mit ihren Huldigungsbezeugungen besonders aufdringlich waren, vertreten.”

20 Letter from German Embassy in St. Petersburg to Bethmann Hollweg, 6 August 1910 in: 
PAAA R 10198 pp. 2-4. Original quote on page 3: “Das auf diese Weise künstlich zusam-
mengestellte Publikum war dank geschickt inszenierter theatralischer Verschiebung an allen 
Orten zur Stelle, die der Kaiser besuchte, und begrüsste den Monarchen mit begeisterten 
Zurufen.” 
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pamphlets were confi scated by the police; it is not clear if the revolutionaries managed 
to disseminate their message another way and, if so, what eff ect it had. Shortly before 
the festivities in Riga, the group’s cells in St. Petersburg were arrested.21 The Social 
Revolutionary Party appears to have been almost totally absent from Riga during the 
tsar’s visit.22 Security measures included large numbers of police and civilian-clothed 
“spies” in the city, as well as the mobilization of the Selbstschutz—men who had fought 
against the revolutionary Latvians four years before—to patrol the streets. Three and a 
half thousand members of the local fi re departments, students from the Polytechnikum, 
and trade guild members were also used to maintain order. Extra police were called in 
from as far away as Moscow and St. Petersburg, but they were kept in reserve and never 
deployed.23

There are two accounts of possible assassination attempts.24 According to a German 
diplomatic source, a “well-dressed man” tried to get into the House of the Black Heads 
during the tsar’s visit. When asked to present his invitation, he said he had “some-
thing better”; a body search revealed that he was carrying a loaded revolver. The Ger-
man source claimed, “It was obviously a madman.” The incident was kept secret from 
the tsar.25 The future mayor of the city, Wilhelm von Bulmerincq , also mentions in 
his memoir the arrest of a “man in a Russian shirt” without proper identifi cation who 
gained access to the garden tent area where the tsar was soon to appear.26 The sources 
give no further indication of attempts to cause trouble. There was no activity which 
could be considered oppositional. Indeed, the sources all suggest that the events were 
very orderly and festive—even if the unpublished sources cited here indicate that this 
was not the result of local agreement and conformity, but rather strict organization and 
police control. The surprising discipline of Riga’s population was apparently enough 
to convince the empress to take part in the unveiling of the statue, which she had origi-
nally been planning to spend on the yacht with the sickly crown prince.27

The ceremonies refl ected the ambiguous loyalties of the Latvians and Germans to 
the monarchy, ambiguities which the war would quickly force into the open. Ulrike 

21 GARF 435/1/5, pp. 31-34, 66 and 73-75. H , Grenzen, p. 337, reports the distri-
bution of ten thousand socialist leafl ets, but mentions that they had no eff ect.

22 GARF 435/1/5, pp. 76-80.
23 B , pp. 31-32; Bericht über die Feierlichkeiten in Riga im Juli 1910 vom Mili tär-

Bevollmächtigten des Kaiserlich Russischen Hofes v. Hintze, St. Petersburg, 23 July 1910 in 
PAAA R 10198, pp. 1-2. The socialist leafl ets also mention spies and extra police; see GARF 
435/1/5, pp. 31-34, 66 and 73-75.

24 This does not include an incident at Kurtenhof when the enthusiastic masses of people 
crowded up to the train as the tsar was leaving and Cossacks had to beat the crowd back. 
See Bericht über die Feierlichkeiten in Riga im Juli 1910 vom Militär-Bevollmächtigten 
des Kaiserlich Russischen Hofes v. Hintze, St. Petersburg, 23 July 1910 in: PAAA R 10198, 
pp. 9-10.

25 Bericht über die Feierlichkeiten in Riga im Juli 1910 vom Militär-Bevollmächtigten des 
Kaiserlich Russischen Hofes v. Hintze, St. Petersburg, 23 July 1910 in PAAA R 10198, p. 5. 
Original quotation: “Off enbar handelte es sich um einen Irrsinnigen.”

26 B , p. 34.
27 The Tsarina’s decision is explained in B , p. 31.
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von Hirschhausen has pointed out that the Germans of Riga tended to identify with 
their Stand (estate status) and locale during this period, as opposed to the local Russian 
orientation toward the empire, and the Latvian aspirations for autonomous national 
culture. The main nationalities in the city adopted these three diverging orientations as 
a reaction to modernity.28 If we take this idea as a starting point, we can see that the war 
brought these things to the fore in a way which ran against the symbolic order of the 
1910 jubilee. As one observer put it, the fest was organized and carried out largely by 
the German elite “to show the emperor that they are good Russians,” an attempt which, 
according to the same source, largely failed, because of their focus on the emperor.29 
The Germans were concerned with Stand and their emphasis during the ceremonies was 
placed, to the extent possible, on the person of the monarch and their loyalty to him, and 
not on a more modern loyalty to the Russian (or German) Empire as such. This feudal 
attitude, a bilateral contract between two free parties, would be refl ected to some degree 
in the course of later events. Anti-German measures taken by the government in 1914 
and 1915 were seen by many as the tsar’s betrayal of that contract. A rapid change of 
sides by the German population of the region followed. The Latvians—whose national 
and cultural orientation and aspirations had drawn many into the socialist camp as a 
form of opposition to the German nobility—were considered a threat at the ceremonies 
in 1910 and were kept at a distance. In 1914 and 1915, however, they proved to be 
among the empire’s most patriotic adherents, threatening the public order only in the 
sense that their fervent anti-Germanism expressed itself in open hostility toward the 
local German elite. The Russians, for their part, mostly fl ed in 1915, which can be seen 
as a reversal of their symbolically prominent presence at the celebrations in 1910. The 
war would turn the old order on its head.

Imperial Metropolis

At the outbreak of the war, Riga was one of the most economically and militarily im-
portant centers of the Russian Empire.30 It was the tsar’s fourth largest city and third 
most important harbor. It was also an industrial center. In 1914, the Russian military 
estimated that St. Petersburg produced 60 percent of the munitions needed by the Rus-
sian army. Riga was next in line with 20 percent.31 

Over 17 percent of all Russian imports came through Riga. There were over twenty 
thousand workers employed in machine building, over fi fteen thousand in rubber pro-
duction, and over ten thousand in textiles, and a total of almost ninety thousand indus-

28 H , Stand, passim.
29 Bericht über die Feierlichkeiten in Riga im Juli 1910 vom Militär-Bevollmächtigten des Kai-

serlich Russischen Hofes v. Hintze, St. Petersburg, 23 July 1910 in: PAAA R 10198, p. 12. 
“…um dem Kaiser zu zeigen, dass sie gute Russen sind,”

30 The following overall assessment of the city will be brief. For more comprehensive accounts 
of pre-war Riga, see L , Entwicklung; H , Grenzen; O /W ; 
M /A .

31 N , p. 29.
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trial workers in 372 factories.32 Of these factories, 113 were large fi rms with more than 
fi fty workers each.33 Riga was home to industries which took advantage of the city’s 
location and harbor function as well as its pool of workers. The largest and most signifi -
cant factories included Phoenix, which produced machines; the Russian-Baltic Railway 
Car factory (Rossiisko-baltiiskii vagonnyi zavod) which until 1912 also had an aviation 
section which built large four-engine biplanes; the engine plant Motors; and the Pirwitz 
turbine factory. There were almost eight thousand workers in the wood-processing and 
toy-making industries. Riga was also referred to as “Russia’s Munich” because of its 
importance for beer production. There were nine large beer breweries in the city pro-
ducing fi fty million liters per annum and exporting to all parts of the Russian Empire.34

Riga had also served as the major fi nancial center of the region before the war. 
There were numerous important local and regional fi nancial institutions, including the 
Stock Exchange Bank (Riga Börsenbank), the Commerce Bank (Riga Kommerzbank), 
the Riga City Diskonto Bank and others. There were also branch offi  ces of major Rus-
sian banks such as the Volga-Kama Commerce Bank, the Russia-Asia Bank, and the 
Russian Bank of Foreign Trade.35

Thus Riga was, by just about any economic, political or demographic measure, one 
of the major cities of the Russian Empire. It was primarily its economic role as a rapidly 
growing industrial center that shaped the socio-political perspective of the majority of 
its population. A large and growing segment of the population was made up of recent 
arrivals from the Russian and especially Latvian countryside; a “proletariat” typical 
for the Russian Empire in terms of being new to the city, a rural class newly adjusting 
to factory discipline and urban, capitalist rhythms of work, living, and income. The 
members of the working class in Riga were unlike their Russian counterparts in other 
major Russian cities, however, as they had a higher literacy rate and, compared with 
ethnically Russian areas throughout the empire, more sharply divided from the local 
elites by an ethno-linguistic fault line.

The results of the 1913 census of the Baltic Provinces have drawn little scholarly 
attention so far. It was very thorough and modern in its conception and was conducted 
at a highpoint in Riga’s history.36 At the time of the census, in December 1913, Riga had 
a total population of about fi ve hundred thousand. More precise numbers are available, 
but they vary depending on the criteria used. The number of civilians within the city 

32 For data on workers and factories, see A , p. 30. The ranking of Riga as third and 
fourth city is commonly cited in the general literature. Aizsilnieks notes that before the war, 
17.2% of all trade with Russia came through Riga.

33 B , Latvija Pirma pasaules kara laikā, p. 49.
34 A , p. 30.
35 Ibidem, p. 37.
36 Some of what is presented here was published in H , Fronten. Ulrike von Hirschhausen 

has since done the most thorough investigation of the census. See H , Wahrneh-
mung. Here, Hirschhausen is only interested in the city in general and does not break down 
the city into its component parts, however. In her book, Die Grenzen der Gemeinsamkeit, she 
delves into the city’s districts qualitatively with some generalizations and a few numbers, but 
does not dissect the census by district.
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limits proper was 472,068.37 If the environs of the city are counted as well, and mili-
tary personell included, the number has been cited various as 481,950,38 507,63539 or 
517,52240 persons. It is not always clear according to which criteria diff erent numbers 
were arrived at.

To get the best picture of the ethnic, social and religious situation in Riga, the data 
should be broken down by Stadtteil or Vorstadt, which could be translated as “suburbs,” 
“districts” or “sections.”41 There were four offi  cial Vorstadt sections (see Maps)—the 
Innenstadt, Moskau, Petersburg and Mitau. Each of these was broken down into two, 
three or four Polizeibezirke (police districts) which were denoted by roman numerals 
(I, II, III, IV).42 Unfortunately, the administrative borders between the Stadtteile and 
police districts used for the census do not always conform to the socio-ethnic geog-
raphy of the city in a meaningful way. The Moskauer Vorstadt, for example, extended 
offi  cially far north of the railway line, all the way up to Suvorovstrasse (today Kriš-
jaņa Barona iela). But it is only the Moskauer Vorstadt south of the railway line that 
is architecturally and ethnically signifi cantly diff erent from the Petersburger Vorstadt. 
For a division of the city by socio-economic and ethnic categories, see Map 2 and the 
discussion of population shifts at the end of Part I.

The city center was architecturally similar to what visitors see today, despite some 
artillery damage from the Second World War and some ostentatious Soviet-era archi-
tecture. In 1914, approximately fourteen thousand people lived in Innenstadt I, the 

37 LVVA 2791/1/164, p. 72.
38 H , p. 442.
39 Rīgas iedzīvotāju skaits.
40 P , Latvians, p. 108; K , Riga 1860-1917, p.17.
41 Stadtteil is sometimes translated as “suburb” and that is not entirely incorrect considering the 

Latin meaning of the word, a unit “below” that of the city. As used here, however, it lacks 
the connotation that the word “suburb” usually has in America. A Riga Stadtteil is not an 
extensive area of single-family dwellings situated at a great distance from the city center. It 
is simply an administrative sub-division of the city.

42 The Innenstadt I district encompassed the traditional Old City, everything within the medie-
val city walls which had been torn down in the nineteenth century. Innenstadt II was the rest 
of the city center from Marienstrasse (Marijas iela), to the northwest, from the city canal to 
Elisabethstrasse (Elizabetas iela). The Petersburg Stadtteil included the entire densly built 
area north of Suvorovstrasse (today Čaka iela), inside the railway lines, but also including 
the summer cottage district of Kaiserwald (today Mežaparks). Petersburg I was directly ad-
jacent to Innenstadt and extended to Ritterstrasse (Bruņinieku iela). Petersburg II was to the 
northeast of Ritterstrasse. Petersburg III was farther north. The Moskau Stadtteil south of the 
railway line, what is considered “Maskavas Vorštadt” today, included Moskau I (from the 
Innenstadt to Dünaburger Strasse, now Daugavpils iela) and Moskau IV (the rest of the city 
extending southward). North of the railway line, Moskau II included everything from the 
Innenstadt up to Ritterstrasse, while Moskau III covered the rest. The Mitau Stadtteil was the 
whole city on the left bank, divided by a creek which fl owed through the Peter Park, Mitau I 
to the south, Mitau II to the north. In addition, there was an outer district or “Außenbezirk,” 
which encompasased the outer edge of the city. Parts of the police districts Petersburg III, 
Moskau III and IV and the Mitau districts are sometimes included in the “Außenbezirk” in 
municipal statistics. Here they are included in the data for their district (Polizeibezirk).
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Old City proper. There were approximately four thousand each of Latvians, Germans 
and Jews. Other ethnicities were only represented by a few hundred each, except the 
Russians with 1,300. In the neighboring Innenstadt II, the area adjacent to the Old City 
to the northeast, the ratio of Latvians and Germans remained about the same while the 
proportion of Jews dropped to match that of the Russians—about a third of the number 
of the larger groups.43

There was a variety of languages spoken openly throughout the city with no partic-
ular language dominating anywhere except in the Innenstadt, where German was pre-
dominant. Latvian was becoming more and more common there, however, in the years 
before the war.44 Riga was, therefore, not a city of ghettos or ethnic quarters. There was 
no district with an absolute majority of any nationality, no district lacking any nation-
ality, and certainly no Jewish ghetto.45

If Riga’s topography did not refl ect strong segregation by ethnic group, its social 
organization most certainly did. The very active and diverse social and cultural life 
of the city was highly fragmented along ethno-linguistic and confessional lines. This 
was refl ected in the protocol at the 1910 ceremonies, as almost all the groups that were 
invited to meet the tsar or perform for him were defi ned by national title: Latvian and 
German choirs, Polish, Latvian and German clubs. Those institutions which did not 
have a nationality in their title were often ethnically narrow, the Yacht Club and the 
men’s’ club Musse, for example, being very German organizations. The city’s volunteer 
fi re departments were also segregated by nationality and religion, a circumstance that 
made them attractive as potential vehicles for the armed mobilization of the male pop-
ulation for particular interests. That never happened during the war, but it was seriously 
considered at least twice. When the war began, the ethno-confessional fragmentation of 
the city was refl ected sharply in the new, charitable projects which appeared as well.46

43 LVVA 2791/1/164, pp. 70-71. The forty-fi ve thousand Poles who made up almost 10% of 
the city’s population were spread out evenly over the entire city, being somewhat under- 
represented in the more affl  uent parts of town. For the thirty-three thousand Lithuanians, also 
Catholics, the situation was similar, while a slight preference for the left bank of the river is 
noticeable. The Jews made up a sizeable proportion of areas in and around the city center. 
Most of the other Jews lived in the districts of Moskau I—where more than 40% of the city’s 
Jewish population were recorded—and Petersburg I. The small Estonian population (8,638) 
lived in the Latvian dominated areas. They made up a plurality of the ship-board population, 
however. The distribution of the major nationalities—Latvians, Germans and Russians—
will be discussed in introductory sections of the chapters about their respective wartime 
experiences.

44 M -K /O , p. 320.
45 H , Grenzen, p. 47, argues that there were “invisible” ghettos at the level of 

street blocks. There was a social segregation throughout the city, but no real segregation by 
ethnic neighborhoods. B , p. 20, referring to the 1905 period, also remarks that the 
Germans in Riga tended to live together (geschlossen). If this was the case, then it was at the 
level of building, street or block. It does not show up in the aggregate census data.

46 For a discussion of the various associations in the pre-war city, see L , Entwicklung; 
H , Grenzen; O /W , passim. Some of the sporting clubs may 
have been exceptions to the otherwise general rule of ethnic separation.
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The city’s industrial base was relatively new and had appeared very quickly within 
the past several decades. This had a profound eff ect on the living conditions in the city. 
In the years leading up to the war, Russia had been undergoing a phase of rapid indus-
trialization, especially in the large cities like Riga, attracting hundreds of thousands 
of people into urban areas.47 In Riga, as everywhere else, this was accompanied by a 
dramatic expansion of housing space to meet demand near the factories. Whole neigh-
borhoods of hastily built workers’ quarters arose along the factory ring (near what was 
then the edge of town), south of this in the Moskauer Vorstadt, north of the city beyond 
the harbor in the Mühlgraben and cargo station areas, and on the west bank of the Düna 
in the Mitauer Vorstadt.

The resulting housing conditions refl ected the social stratifi cation of the city. A look 
at the material living conditions will give an impression of the city before conditions 
deteriorated during the war. This was the starting point for problems with sanitation, 
heating, and the billeting of soldiers, which started after the war broke out. In addition, 
during the communist occupation of the city in the spring of 1919, housing would be-
come the target of a radical relocation policy based on social class. 

While the older apartments of the wealthier population in the Innenstadt and in 
the fi rst several blocks outside the canal normally had several rooms each, more often 
than not electricity and some plumbing and sometimes even a telephone, these work-
ers’ quarters were far more austere. From the 1880s on, it was typical to build houses 
with two one-room apartments each, each house with a single walk-through kitchen. 
Later the trend was toward six to eight one-room units per building. These one-story 
buildings had no electricity. In the last decade before the war, more several-story units 
with fi ve to six one-room apartments appeared. Almost 60 percent of all the living 
space in Riga was in one-room apartments, each typically housing one family. In 1890 
there were an average of 3.6 people per one-room apartment and only 2.2 people per 
two-room apartment, which demonstrated a marked diff erence in standard of living. 
By 1913 the percentage of two-room units in the city had gone up signifi cantly. None-
theless, the population infl ux continued to outpace construction. Most apartments were 
owned and rented by individuals, but some were owned by the factories which let them 
to their employees. There were also workers’ dormatories and hostels built to absorb 
the infl ux of workers. Before the war, construction could not keep up with demand and 
rents increased 32 percent from 1907 to 1910.48

During the Revolution of 1905, which had brought the Russian Empire to the ne-
gotiating table in the war against Japan and forced the tsar to accept the rudiments of 
constitutional government, the Baltic provinces of Estonia, Livonia and Courland had 
been amongst the most violent hotspots of unrest. That confl ict had immense local 
implications and went on to play an important role during the crisis of the world war, 
revolution, and civil war from 1914 to 1919. The volatile mix of ethnic and social dif-
ferences had led to widespread agitation, revolution, and bloodletting. The legacy of 
the violence of 1905 would shape the later wartime experiences of the various groups, 

47 G , Russia’s First World War, ch. 3 has extensive data on Russia’s modernization in 
this period.

48 B , Rūpniecības stradnieku, pp. 156-190.
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a factor which will be considered in greater detail in the Latvian and German chapters 
in Part II.49

In the years before the 1905 Revolution, Livonian cities such as Riga had seen more 
political and economic agitation than elsewhere in the empire generally. While small in 
comparison to the events of the revolution itself or the large-scale strikes in the years 
immediately preceding the First World War, there were strikes in Riga and other towns 
from 1901 through 1904 involving several thousand workers. In the Baltic region, the 
revolution began in a similar way, albeit much more violently, in Riga on 13 January 
1905. In response to the violent crackdown on the fi rst mass demonstration in St. Pe-
tersburg on 9 January, several thousand workers and students took part in a general 
strike and marched to the center of the city. The army was called in and fi red on the 
crowd, killing seventy-three demonstrators and wounding two hundred.50 

Throughout the spring of 1905, the revolution remained a primarily urban phe-
nomenon. Factory workers, craftsmen, students, and civil servants took part in strikes, 
formed armed units, held meetings, and clashed on occasion with the authorities. In 
the summer, the unrest moved into the rural areas, where the revolution saw protest 
marches, widespread vandalism against state property and symbols of state authority, 
the destruction of local records, and attacks on both the property and persons of the 
German landed nobility. Revolutionary activity often coalesced around the churches, 
with church services being interrupted by revolutionary songs and church buildings be-
ing used for public meetings—a tradition that would return in 1917 and 1919. In urban 
and rural areas, the creation of armed bands of revolutionaries and German self-defense 
units resulted in civil war-like conditions, with battles in Courland and Livonia some-
times involving hundreds or even thousands of combatants fi ghting both the authori-
ties and each other. When the tsar’s manifesto of 17 October 1905 granted something 
resembling a constitution, it was, for most revolutionaries, too little too late, and the 
violence and agitation continued.51

The revolution had fl ared up in Riga in the fall of 1905 with mass strikes and gath-
erings on the edge of town, especially after the publication of the tsar’s manifesto in 
mid-October. There were threats of anti-Jewish pogroms and even street battles in the 
Moskauer Vorstadt between Russians on the one hand and Latvians and Jews, who had 
banded together in their own self-defense militia, on the other.52 For a time, revolution-
aries were more in control of the city than the government. Martial law was declared 
and things calmed down after January when military units were sent into Livonia.53

49 A good general account of the 1905 Revolution in Riga and the Baltic is B /B /
F /S /Z , pp. 57-69; a monograph account is B ; P , Latvians, 
pp. 104-107 covers it very briefl y. For a brief account by a Baltic German, see H , 
pp. 44-46;

50 The site of the shooting is marked today by a Soviet-era memorial on the bank of the river 
on what is now called 13. janvāra iela (13th of January Street). Photos available at http://
sites-of-memory.de/main/riga1905daugava.html [accessed 28 April 2014]

51 B /B /F /S /Z , pp. 58-65.
52 B , pp. 231-236. 
53 L , p. 236; B , p. 251-255. Lundin attributes the calming of the situation to the 

creation of the German self-defense force. Benz attributes it to the arrival of the Russian 
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In the revolutionary unrest that engulfed the city and the entire region over a period 
of several years, an estimated thirty thousand people took part in various capacities. 
The events revealed the fragmented nature of Riga’s political landscape. No clearly 
identifi able revolutionary leadership emerged to mobilize Latvian discontent. The Lat-
vian Social Democratic Party (LSD) did grow to become the largest, most powerful 
Latvian political voice, however, its membership tripling from six to eighteen thousand 
within the fi rst months of the revolution. The revolution accelerated the already no-
ticeable politicization of the population, leading to the creation or growth of numerous 
political parties and organizations, the frequent use of economic strikes to make polit-
ical demands, more hotly contested municipal elections, and a more volatile situation 
generally.54

Two major manifestations of Latvian political activity associated with Riga during 
the 1905 Revolution are worth mentioning, as they foreshadow events of 1917. One 
was a teachers’ congress at which a thousand delegates from all over ethnically Latvian 
territory met in Riga to formulate demands for the future of education. These demands 
included the democratization of school administration, local control of schools, and 
instruction in the pupils’ native languages. The other event was a similarly sized con-
gress of delegates from various municipalities demanding greater local administrative 
control and a democratic constitution for the Russian Empire.55

When peace was settled with Japan, the tsar could concentrate on ending revolu-
tionary unrest at home. He opted for a violent crackdown. For the Baltic littoral, this 
involved dispatching a military expeditionary force, made up primarily of Cossacks, 
in order to establish order and punish the insurgents. Courts-martial were established 
for summary executions and 1170 revolutionaries were shot or hanged. Three hun-
dred homes or settlements were razed. By the time the smoke fi nally cleared in Riga, 
Livonia, and Courland, approximately three thousand revolutionaries had been killed 
and seven thousand arrested or deported, while fi ve thousand had fl ed abroad. While 
these numbers are relatively small compared to the horrors of regime violence and 
mass deportation that would be visited on the country later in the century, at the time 
they fostered great resentment and anger. The violence deepened the rift between the 
ethnic groups, as the Germans were seen to have sided with the Russian state against 
the Latvian population. Later, during the revolutionary unrest of 1917 and 1919, these 
accusations would be revived and individuals held to account for their actions in 1905 
and 1906.

If war had not broken out, the summer of 1914 would have gone down in the history 
of the city of Riga as a summer of strikes and the summer of the Second All-Russian 
Olympic Games. The economic unrest that reached a highpoint in 1914 had begun two 
years before with a mass strike movement. In 1912, sixty-three thousand workers in 
what would later be Latvian territory went on strike, most of them in Riga. In 1913, 

 military. He does not even mention the self-defense force except in a general discussion of 
governmental countermeasures in which Riga is not mentioned. They were something the 
government opposed or at best tolerated, pp. 222-225.

54 B /B /F /S /Z , pp. 59-61, 63-69.
55 Ibidem, pp. 62-63.
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the number had almost tripled to 180,000. In the summer of 1914, that number had 
doubled again to 370,000. With tens of thousands of workers laying down their tools, 
Riga was leading the Russian Empire in economic protest.56 The strikes of 1914 were 
primarily the result of the general economic malaise of the tsarist economy at the time 
and, despite their scale, are generally not considered to be the portent of a new wave 
of ethno-ideological unrest.57 The modernization of the empire was causing great dis-
location instead of stability and political harmony.58 It is arguably a refl ection of their 
shallow political signifi cance that the strikes ended abruptly with the declaration of war 
in July 1914. The threat of a repeat of 1905 was perhaps only superfi cial at fi rst, but it 
would return soon enough.

At the same time, Riga was hosting the Second All-Russian Olympic Games.59 Al-
most up until the very day of the opening ceremony on 6 July, the games themselves 
were at issue. The international crisis and looming danger of war were not the problem, 
however, but a dispute over the use of the Riga hippodrome which was being leased by 
a St. Petersburg company.60 Riga did not have a stadium in 1914, so the competitions 
were held at various venues throughout the city and its environs including the hippo-
drome, Kaiserwald, Solitude, Stopini, in Riga Strand (Jūrmala) and on the Courlandic 
Aa (Lielupe) river to the west of the city.61

The offi  cial opening ceremony and parade took place at the hippodrome on Sunday, 
6 July, although the fi rst event, a soccer game between Moscow and Riga, had already 
taken place on the fourth.62 Nine hundred athletes from St. Petersburg, Moscow, Kiev, 
Riga, Warsaw, Lodz, Reval, and other cities in the Baltic region and Russia marched 
into the hippodrome, a signifi cant increase over the six hundred who had taken part in 
the Kiev games four years earlier.63 Of those nine hundred, Riga had the largest team 
with three hundred. Two hundred and fi fty participants were soldiers. The military was 
also present in the person of General Smirnov , commander of the locally stationed XX 
Army Corps, who had the honor of calling out the opening of the games. After the pa-
rade and a prayer service, the track and fi eld events were held.64

56 K , Kampf, p. 33.
57 The strikes are hardly, if ever, mentioned in the secondary literature. Soviet histories of the 

period either ignore them or mention them only in passing. Kalniņš sees evidence of a grow-
ing workers’ movement following the leadership of social democracy, a movement favoring 
gradual economic change and political rights. K , Kampf, p. 33.

58 G , Russia’s First World War, p. 13.
59 The Russian government had arranged to have these events—held in Kiev in 1913, now 

Riga in 1914—as a response to Russian failure to win any medals at the Olympic Games in 
Stockholm in 1912. See M . This is the best account of the actual sporting events. A 
very similar article based on the same material appeared in Rīgas Balss, 29 December 1984. 
See also Z .

60 Dzimtenes Vēstnesis, 3 July 1914.
61 Dzimtenes Vēstnesis, 13/26 June 1914.
62 Dzimtenes Vēstnesis, 5 July 1914; M , p. 23. The result was 5:0 for Moscow.
63 Dzimtenes Vēstnesis, 4 July 1914, M  says there were about one thousand athletes 

at the 1914 games in Riga, p. 23.
64 Dzimtenes Vēstnesis, 7 July 1914.
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The games ended on 16 July 1914—the day that the Russian Empire began its mo-
bilization and only days before the outbreak of the war—with the lawn tennis com-
petition in Kaiserwald, a remote, residential part of Riga with summer villas for the 
affl  uent. There was some scandal as the German referee only called the game in Ger-
man—despite the presence of Lieutenant General Chepurnov  and others from the XX 
Army Corps “as if we weren’t at the All-Russian but at the All-German Olympics,” 
commented a Latvian paper.65 The horse races which were scheduled for the nine-
teenth, twentieth and twenty-third were cancelled. There was a closing ceremony held 
in the Schützenhaus on the nineteenth, but most of the athletes had already left the 
city66 and, as war had now been declared, interest in the event had waned. As the world 
spiraled into years of horror, at least the games had gone well for Riga. Its team placed 
fi rst overall, primarily due to its dominance in track and fi eld. The imperial capital took 
second due to the large number of offi  cers who performed well in  the shooting events.67

65 Dzimtenes Vēstnesis, 18 July 1914.
66 Ibidem.
67 Ibidem.
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2   Wartime

A Latvian Funeral

During the fi rst two and a half years of war before the February Revolution of 1917, the 
largest mass public event in Riga was the funeral for the fi rst three Latvian rifl emen to 
fall in battle.1 It took place on 15 October 1915, only two days after the arrival of the 
fi rst of the wounded. Death and dying were nothing new to the wartime city. Artillery 
fi re had been audible from the city center since April. The XX Corps, which had been 
stationed in and around Riga before the war, had suff ered horrifi c losses at the Battle 
of Tannenberg, wounded soldiers from various tsarist army units had been pouring into 
Riga since the late summer of 1914, and the city was full of military hospitals set up 
in schools, empty factory halls, club houses and private apartments. But the deaths of 
these rifl emen were diff erent.

Jēkabs Timms , Andrejs Sturis  and Jānis Gavenais were the fi rst three men to die in 
battle wearing the insignia of the Latvian Rifl emen, ethnically Latvian units which had 
been formed only weeks before. Their caskets were put on display in the hall of the 
Riga Latvian Association (Rīgas Latviešu Biedrība) near downtown on Pauluccistrasse, 
a location of Latvian national signifi cance now serving, like so many other institutions 
around the city, as a military hospital. The dead were draped with laurels, myrtle, and 
other greenery. The Latvian pastor Edgars Bergs  spoke on a motif from the biblical ac-
count of David: “Be confi dent and deport yourself like a man” (“Ņemies drošu prātu un 
turies kā virs”).2 With Chopin playing, soldiers then carried the coffi  ns out to carriages 
draped with wreaths and fl owers. An honor guard, and tens of thousands of mourn-
ers, followed the wake down Pauluccistrasse, Alexander Boulevard, Alexanderstrasse, 
Karlinesstrasse and Miersstrasse to the forest.3 The city had lost half of its population 
in the evacuation of summer, but still managed to turn out an enormous crowd for “the 
people’s holiday of mourning.”4 One witness, the younger sister of one of the fallen ri-
fl emen, wrote after the war that “almost the whole city” took part. The streets were full 
of people “unifi ed in pain.” While the plight of the refugees earlier that year had been 
hard to bear, and the sound of the artillery to the west of the city frightful, she wrote,

That was nothing compared to the wake, which expressed the tortured, torn soul of the peo-
ple; it was like a loud scream of protest against those who would drive us from our birthplace 
(dzimtene) and again make of us beggars and slaves.5

While rays of sun later broke through in the afternoon, this was a gray day for Riga.6

1 This account is based on the closely matching accounts in J  and T .
2 J , p. 50.
3 T , p. 615; J , p. 50-51.
4 J , p. 50.
5 T , p. 615.
6 Ibidem, p. 617.
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Outwardly this was not unlike several weeks before, when the fi rst batch of Latvian 
recruits had marched off  to training. Then, however, girls and women had thrown fl ow-
ers from their windows onto the passing rifl emen, waved and cheered. Now, the crowds 
were silent. On the outskirts of town near the forest cemetery, on a rise in the terrain, 
the three coffi  ns were laid in a common grave and honored with a three-salvo salute. 
Speaking before the large crowd, and following the tradition of invoking the theology 
of sacrifi ce from the Bible to explain patriotic dying in wartime, the pastor quoted 
Revelations 2:10: “Be loyal unto death and I will give you the crown of life.”7 The bat-
talion commander praised the heroism and honor of the rifl emen, and quoted a Latvian 
folk song in which the sons of the fatherland are implored to aid the country in times 
of trouble. The chairman of the Riga Latvian Association also spoke. Folk songs were 
sung while earth was put over the coffi  ns of the three young men. Wreaths were laid by 
the First Daugavgriva Latvian Rifl e (1. Daugauvgrīvas Latviešu Strēlnieku Bataljons) 
training command, the actors of the Riga Latvian Theater, the traders of the Alexander 
Market and many other groups and individuals.8

This ceremony was unlike the visit of the emperor in 1910, and some of the other 
ceremonies to come, in that it was not the entire city that celebrated, nor the city itself 
being celebrated. Rather, the ethno-national character of the event was clear. Here was 
one segment of the population occupying the public space of the city for a few short 
hours. The war had come to Riga and found it dressed as a Latvian city, the streets full 
of Latvians. But there was no occupation of central symbolic space in the urban land-
scape. The Latvian wake took them outside the city center; it led them to the edge of 
town, to the forests, where the folk songs of the rural past were invoked. This route—
from downtown to what was then becoming the Brāļu Kapi (the Brethren Cemetery)—
would remain engraved in collective memory and survive as part of Latvian national 
tradition. During the “third awakening,” in the late 1980s, it become the fi rst site of 
public mourning for the loss of those who had been deported in 1941 and 1949.9

The wake was also following recent tradition. The 1905 Revolution, which had seen 
such intense inter-ethnic and class animosity in the Baltic region, including in Riga, had 
been on everyone’s mind when the war broke a year before. Then, as during the war 
in 1915, the people killed in battle were carried to their graves—in 1905 these were in 
the Matīsa cemetery in the Moskauer Vorstadt—by large crowds of Latvian mourners. 
The fi rst and largest burial had taken place three days after the January 1905 Bloody 
Sunday massacre near the railway bridge. A huge crowd came to accompany the body 
of a chemistry student from the Polytechnikum, There were no disturbances and the 
wake passed in a completely orderly fashion,10 a tradition which was upheld ten years 
later in 1915.

In both situations, but even more explicitly in 1915, death had become na tional, 
not merely tragic or even just political. The family which mourned included all who 

7 J , p. 56.
8 Ibidem, pp. 51-58
9 B  et al, Latvijas valsts, pp. 111-112; see S -E , pp. 39-40, on the reclaim-

ing of space in Riga during the late Soviet era.
10 Z , p. 27.
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identifi ed with being Latvian, an overt and obvious expression of how the war was 
forging and reinforcing the contours of groups within the city and the region as a 
whole.11Around the time of the 1915 ceremony, rumors circulated that whole regiments 
of Latvian rifl emen had been captured and executed by the Germans,12 perhaps an indi-
cation of the wavering, division, and doubt that would continue to plague both the city 
and the national groups within its walls throughout the war. The city itself was still con-
tested and would continue to be contested for four more years before fi nally becoming 
a Latvian capital city under the guns of German and Russian artillery.

The War Begins

Isa Masing , a German woman in her thirties, confi ded to her diary on 21 July 1914 that 
the swarms of dragonfl ies she saw were a bad omen. Two days later, she noted again 
that a few days previously, before the declaration of war, she had dreamt of a bloody 
and enraged bull which she now suspected was an omen of something bad to come.13 
Despite such anecdotal evidence of some fear, particularly among Germans, the city 
generally reacted calmly to the outbreak of war and the mobilization. For several days, 
the train stations were fi lled with throngs of people—reservists hurrying to their units, 
family members seeing them off , patriotic crowds of youths singing the national an-
them and cheering for the soldiers, and people returning to the city quickly from their 
summer residences near the shore and in the countryside.14 The patriotic demonstra-
tions, short marches to the Entente consulates, and constant public singing of the na-
tional anthem had begun with the rising international tensions in June and continued 
after the outbreak of war. But generally, all was calm. There was no police crackdown 
or increase in document checks.15 While the sources make it diffi  cult to judge to what 
extent one might speak of a “spirit of 1914” (Augusterlebnis) a time of general urban 
war enthusiasm, there was nothing in the way of protest. The newspaper accounts of 
the various patriotic demonstrations do not report which languages the songs, speeches, 
banners, and chants used, although we may presume it was mostly Russian and Latvian 
and never German.

When the war broke out, the so-called “Regulation on the Military Administration 
in Time of War” (Polozhenie o polevom upravlenii voisk v voennoe vremya, hereafter 
referred to as polozhenie), a general war plan drawn up in 1912, came into eff ect. 
It essentially turned the entire western periphery of the Russian Empire—including 
11 The Latvian political ‘cult of the dead’ (politischer Totenkult; see K /J ) will 

be discussed in more detail in Part II, Chapter 2.
12 J , p. 53.
13 M , 21 July and 23 July 1914.
14 See, for example, the description from the postwar memoir of R. Krauze, a reserve offi  cer 

in: LVVA 4011/2/413, p. 1 and the handwritten account by Margaret Feldkirch written in 
November of 1914 in: PAAA R 10198, p. 4-5. See also Mein Heimatland, p. 6.

15 M , 2 August 1914. The city of Liepāja to the west of Riga, on the coast, broke into 
panic for several days following a bombardment by German ships. Patriotic demonstrations 
ensued only after calm was restored. Banks closed, but public services continued. See VIA 
1932/12/14, p. 54.
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Finland, St Petersburg, the Baltic provinces, Poland, and much of the Ukraine—into a 
special military zone under the more or less direct control of the military with the com-
mander in chief, Grand Duke Nikolai , acting as a kind of “viceroy” for the entire area. 
Theoretically, he had “unlimited, extraordinary authority” and was subject only to the 
tsar himself within this extensive geographic area.16

The plan defi ned the powers of the armed forces in relation to civilian authorities at 
various levels. On a large geographical scale, the civil authorities were subordinate to 
the heads of the military districts. But more locally, army, corps, and even division com-
manders were given authority over local offi  cials in the areas where their troops were 
stationed.17 According to Graf, “[v]irtually every aspect of life came either directly or 
indirectly under the authority of the military commands in the theater of operations.” 
Military commanders could order arbitrary decrees on public order, state security, the 
press, commerce, and industry. They could affi  x the punishment for the violation of 
their decrees as well, including the imposition of “administrative exile” on any person 
or group, in the wording of the polozhenie, “whose presence [the commander] consid-
ers undesirable.”18 No obligation to demonstrate just cause was required. They could 
also freely dismiss any offi  cial, regardless of rank, from state service, including mu-
nicipal administration or zemstvo (local self-government organizations). These powers 
were expanded in December of 1914 to include the authority to punish crimes and 
misdemeanors.19 These powers were initially exercised with some restraint, but begin-
ning further west, in the Polish areas, and quickly spreading deep into the empire, the 
arbitrary rule of the military would soon reach Riga and have a profound impact on life 
in the city, especially for the German population.20

The economic power of the military was extensive as well. The military adminis-
tration could order requisitions, set prices on requisitioned commodities and goods, set 
tariff s, restrict the movement of people with particular skills, restrict the movement 
of commodities to certain areas, and regulate commerce and industry by decree. The 
 power to order the destruction of property became the basis for the “scorched earth” 
policy carried out throughout the western empire during the summer of 1915.21 The 
military, however, hardly had the personnel or other resources necessary to take over 
civilian administration, especially under the strains of a major war. The entire chancery 
for civil administration set up by the Stavka, the Russian high command, in October of 
1914 had a staff  of only eight people, including orderlies and clerks.22

Riga was in the area of operations of the Northwest Front, the largest military for-
mation on the Russian right fl ank, operating in the Dvinsk military district (centered 
on Dünaburg, Dvinsk in Russian), which included almost all the territory of the Baltic 
provinces and extended southward into central Poland. The chief of the Dvinsk military 

16 G , pp. 9-16; L , passim.
17 G , pp. 27-28.
18 Ibidem, pp. 35. 
19 Ibidem, pp. 35-36.
20 L , pp. 10-14.
21 For a detailed account of the economic power of the military, see ibidem, pp. 55-120.
22 G , p. 30.
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district was subordinate to the chief of supplies for the Northwest Front, N.A. Danilov , 
a “talented but lazy professor” from the general staff  academy and former chief of the 
chancery.23

The civil bureaucracy, under the control of the governor general for the Baltic prov-
inces, also had extensive powers in Riga, including broad power to interfere with local 
courts as well as government and administrative institutions. Both the governor gen-
eral, Pavel G. Kurlov—who  arrived in Riga in November of 1914— and the military 
leadership of large military formations (fronts, armies, corps, and divisions) could also 
dismiss public offi  cials, prohibit public and private assemblies, suspend publications, 
close educational institutions, shut down businesses, sequester property, and impose 
“administrative exile.” The governors, mayors, and police chiefs were also granted 
extended powers, particularly in the area of law enforcement. Police chiefs could hold 
people without charges for up to two weeks. A governor or mayor could hold someone 
for up to one month. All of these powers were put to extensive use in Riga during the 
war.24

The idea behind the polozhenie was to put a kind of cordon sanitaire between the 
interior of the country, on the one hand, and the war, with all of its destructive and 
destabilizing eff ects, on the other. Part of the country would bear the brunt of the war 
and be held in place by military discipline; the rest of the empire could enjoy “business 
as usual.”25 The revocation of the rule of law over such an extended territory meant, 
according to Graf, “abandoning millions of [the empire’s] most productive subjects, 
the bulk of its industry, and many of its most important cities to the capricious tyranny 
of unrestrained and ill-trained military administrators.”26 The empire was thus divided 
into two totally diff erent realms: one of comparable normalcy, shielded from the eff ects 
of the war, the other not only under the direct threat of enemy invasion, but under the 
boot of military administration. This state was only expected to last a few weeks. But it 
stayed in place for years and resulted in a “nightmare of ineffi  ciency, chaos, and oppres-
sion.”27 The polozhenie remained in eff ect until the revolution in the spring of 1917.28

The outbreak of the war had an immediate and dramatic eff ect on the economy of 
the city. First of all, the war caused a general run on the banks all over Russia.29 In 
July of 1914, the Riga City Kraikasa was stormed and over one hundred people spent 
the night camped out on the sidewalk in front of the bank hoping to get their money.30 
Credit societies or cooperatives, which had been quite popular before the war (with 
over 112,000 members in 236 cooperatives in what was later to be Latvia), were also 

23 Ibidem, p. 24.
24 Ibidem, pp. 35-38.
25 Ibidem, p. 40.
26 Ibidem, p. 38.
27 Ibidem, pp. 39-40.
28 Ibidem, p. 41. Graf also briefl y discusses the history of the use of military administration in 

Russia, pp. 41-43.
29 G , Russia’s First World War, p. 27.
30 A , p. 37.
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stormed at the outbreak of the war.31 With the approach of German troops in the spring 
of 1915, it began again when bank holdings were evacuated to Nizhny Novgorod and 
government loans had to be used to cover investors’ accounts. The local population had 
taken advantage of the fact that Riga was a regional banking center and had invested 
much of their savings in these institutions. When the war broke out, the government 
imposed a moratorium on bills of exchange in the areas under military administration. 
This started rumors that debts would be cancelled.32 Furthermore, the empire-wide in-
fl ation was soon felt in Riga. It was to grow even worse later in the war, after the spring 
of 1917, when the government introduced new currency and began to print more and 
more money.33 

The local economic infrastructure was immediately disrupted by military neces-
sity and the shift to a wartime structure of supply and demand for labor, raw materi-
als, fi nished products, and transportation assets. Those businesses which were tied to 
both the railroads and the harbor were brought to a grinding halt when mobilization 
came, as raw materials could no longer be brought in, nor could fi nished products be 
shipped to distant markets. This was refl ected most dramatically in shipping. Almost 
three thousand ships docked in Riga in 1913. None did from 1914 to 1917. Only 314 
did in 1918.34 There were no more railway cars to bring in raw materials. The harbor 
was blockaded by the Germans and, starting in October of 1914, the Gulf of Riga into 
which the river fl owed, was mined by the Russians to prevent German naval incursions. 
This blocked exports, even to nearby neutrals such as the Scandinavian countries. Also, 
many of the workers were being mobilized into the armed forces. The lack of railway 
capacity also led to a fuel shortage which adversely aff ected every producing branch 
of the economy.35

By the beginning of 1915, only thirty-two of the 113 factories in the Factory Own-
ers’ Society (Fabrikantenverein) were still in full operation. Eighteen factories had 
totally stopped production. Others, such as the machine-building and other militarily 
important branches, were recovering from the initial disruption and expanding produc-
tion to meet government orders for things produced in Riga such as aviation motors, 
armored cars, artillery and fi eld telephones as well as shoes and boots.36

The military sought to impose control over the declining local economy and requi-
sitioned local businesses. A prominent example was the military takeover of the large 
Provodnik tire factory on the orders of the head of the Dvinsk Military District. The 

31 Ibidem. Interestingly, the credit societies in rural areas had the opposite problem. The short-
age of consumer goods left their clients with nothing to buy. The cooperatives used the 
excess money to buy war bonds.

32 Ibidem.
33 Ibidem, p. 36.
34 B , Okupācijas, p. 96.
35 A , pp. 30-32. There is a complete table of factory and employee numbers on page 

30.
36 Ibidem, p. 31. Important wartime factories included Provodnik (rubber), Leutner (bicycles 

and cars), AEG, Phoenix (railroad cars), Clover (chemicals), Motor (aviation motors, ar-
mored cars, artillery, fi eld telephones).
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order stipulated that work at the factory was to continue, but that the factory’s entire 
property was subject to requisition by the military. In November of 1914, the manage-
ment complained that the order had ruined business. Since the reasons for the order 
were kept secret from the public, people assumed that the factory was under suspicion 
of disloyalty. It was rumored to be somehow “Prussian” and to have been subsequently 
“nationalized.” Customers and creditors were being lost. The written complaint re-
minded the authorities that the factory had remained steadfastly patriotic and was vital 
not only for the war but for the livelihood of thirty thousand families. A meeting of 
shareholders could not be called because 85 percent of them were in France. The policy 
was duly lifted.37

The company’s worries were not over, however. Provodnik serves as an example of 
the worldwide context for the Riga economy and the impact of the war. The war took 
several of Provodnik’s tire-producing competitors out of the market, primarily Michelin 
and several smaller German companies. But as the American fi rm Dunlop moved in to 
dominate the market, Provodnik was too isolated to react. The Spanish subsidiary of 
Provodnik, even though in a neutral country, also lost business.38

The military administration created a special requisition commission for Riga which 
immediately went about cataloging local supplies of all manner of goods for possible 
use by the army. The police were charged with providing lists sorted by city district 
for items such as binoculars, skis, livestock, oil, chemicals, carts, medical items, etc.39 
Horses were also subject to use by the military and there are accounts of locals making 
an eff ort to hide such valuable items from the authorities.40

The population was also subject to wartime controls, especially after the military 
declared Riga and the guberniia of Courland and Kovno to be “fortifi ed areas” in early 
1915 (which entailed the deportation of male citizens of enemy countries, something 
that was already happening in Riga in 1914), and the Livonia guberniia police and the 
Dvinsk Military District decided that Livonia was to be considered a “border” area 
because of increasing anti-war agitation among the population.41

In early 1915, strict controls were placed on movement into and out of the city by 
road, rail, and steamer. River traffi  c on the Düna and the Courlandic Aa (Lielupe) had 
not totally ceased.42 Orders from the governor included broad prohibitions on things 
like spreading rumors (such as reports of the German use of poison gas shells at the 
front or the erroneous report in the press that Russia had been exporting goods to Ger-
many), or instructions not to interfere with the work of the military leadership, as well 

37 VIA 1932/12/41, pp. 19, 25, 56 and 132.
38 VIA 1932/12/41, p. 140.
39 LVVA 51/1/133031, p. 75 ff .; LVVA 51/1/133032, p. 40 ff . (binoculars), p. 104 ff . (skis); 

LVVA 51/6/295 contains lists for lots of items from 1915.
40 See, for example, the letters in the fi les of Dahlfeld in LVVA 4011/2/171. The reference vol-

umes are in Latvian and list him as Dālfelds. The original German name is Dahlfeld.
41 VIA 1932/128 and VIA 1932/2/102, p. 1.
42 LVVA 51/6/295 has numerous lists of people caught moving without permission, for exam-

ple between 26 and 76 people per day in June of 1915.
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as specifi c crackdowns such as the prohibition of photography outside of photography 
shops.43

Starting in April of 1915, a blackout was imposed on all territory within seven versts 
(about seven kilometers) of the coast, a provision which impacted areas such as the 
Riga-Strand (Jūrmala).44 In May, the use of bicycles, cars, and motorcycles without 
a photo identifi cation card issued by the police or the military was prohibited in areas 
controlled by the military. A nighttime curfew was imposed in all areas near troop or 
staff  billets, including urban areas. Violators of these provisions were subject to depor-
tation or other harsh punishment.45

In December of 1914, the production and consumption of alcoholic beverages was 
forbidden by law.46 This, of course, led to the development of an underground econ-
omy and corresponding police eff orts to combat it. In addition, orders were given to 
evacuate all spirits from the rear areas, presumably to prevent soldiers from drinking 
and keep the most valuable drinks from falling into German hands. By the spring of 
1915, one method used to circumvent the prohibition was “medical” use. Doctors had 
privileged access to alcohol and would prescribe it to patients regardless of any real 
medical need.47

Wartime censorship, typical of all belligerent countries, was also in eff ect in the 
Russian empire. A local censorship commission was formed in Riga in April of 1915,48 
although the registration of and search for printing presses was initiated only in May 
of 1916.49 Those spreading rumors about the alleged poor state of the Russian army 
were threatened with severe punishment.50 The most profound eff ect of censorship was 
on the German population, however. Measures restricting their use of the German lan-
guage were put in place in the fall of 1914. German language newspapers were ulti-
mately banned in May of 1915.

There are no precise numbers readily available on how many men from Riga were 
mobilized during the war, but an estimate can be made based on more general data. 
Approximately 55 percent of the men in the Russian Empire between eighteen and 
forty-three years of age were mobilized at some point during World War One.51 At 
the beginning of the war there were 253,000 men living in Riga, of whom about 40 
percent belonged to the age groups being called up.52 That would mean that approxi-
mately sixty thousand men from Riga fought under the tsarist fl ag. The actual number 
was probably lower, however. For one, Riga’s political and especially economic status 

43 VIA 1932/2/102, pp. 38, 71 and 77. For the prohibition on reports of the German use of gas 
shells, see VIA 1932/2/140, p. 2.

44 VIA 1932/2/102, pp. 94 and 121.
45 Ibidem, pp. 71 and 158.
46 Ibidem, p. 124.
47 Ibidem.
48 Ibidem, p. 91. The fi le lists the censorship commission’s membership.
49 LVVA 51/1/13321, p. 210 ff .
50 VIA 1932/2/102, pp. 123-135.
51 B , Latvija Pirmā pasaules kara laikā, p. 39.
52 LVVA 2791/1/164, p. 13.
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meant that many of the men were freed from military obligation since they worked in 
capacities onsidered essential to the conduct of the war or the stability of the state. The 
evacuation of the city in 1915 also meant that many of the men mobilized for the war 
would have been mobilized from elsewhere. Another consideration, however, are the 
three later mobilizations. During the fi fteen-month German occupation of the city, an 
unknown number of Baltic Germans were called to the German fl ag. In 1919, the Bol-
sheviks also called up men to service, albeit very ineffi  ciently, as did the Latvian state 
later in the same year.

The July 1914 call-up of reserves was the biggest single episode of mobilization. 
While it absorbed some of the workers now left jobless in a city of stagnant factories, 
the call-up created other problems. For example, families of men mobilized to the front 
were no longer obligated to pay rent for living space. This led to a collapse in rent 
incomes for property owners, bankrupting some and, together with the shortage of 
 horses, led to a lack of building maintenance and sanitation, since owners could no 
longer aff ord these services.53

Aside from direct involvement in the military, there was also some  self-mobilization 
for the war eff ort among the population. This included the eff orts of a local branch 
of the empire-wide Tatiana Committee under the chairmanship of the mayor, which 
held charity events such as concerts, sporting events and collections for the needy,54 as 
well as fundraising or donations of money, blankets, and clothes, for wounded soldiers, 
destitute families of men called to the fl ag, “for Poland,” for refugees and others, by 
 smaller new and prewar organizations.55

A committee was also formed in Riga to fund a medical unit at the front. In January 
of 1915, a new Riga Committee of the Russian Red Cross was formed to take over 
the fi nancing of the unit. The members included the wife of the former mayor, the 
current mayor von Bulmerincq , and the heads of the Factory Owners’ Association and 
the Stock Exchange Committee (Börsenkommittee). Donations of carts, horses, and 
money were being accepted and drivers hired.56 Later, the prominence of Germans on 
the committee and in the medical unit itself would be cause for some annoyance and 
the unit was allegedly purposely deployed to the southern part of the front so as to not 
be near Riga.57

The location of Riga in the western military zone of the empire also meant that Riga 
would soon be a hospital city. Not only were the citizens soon asked to give up their 
public buildings for military and hospital space, but they also voluntarily worked to 
fulfi ll their role and create hospitals. The governor’s wife, V. E. Kelepovskaia , became 
the chair of a new charity for wounded soldiers which opened an asylum in 1915 with 
150 beds at a dacha on the Petrograder Chaussee, the main street leading out of the city 

53 This situation is covered in more detail below, in the section “Life in the War Zone.”
54 See LVVA 2724/2/439.
55 LVVA 51/1/33031, p. 193 shows the example of the Slavic Committee collecting money. 

M , 4 February and 6 March 1915 notes the constant collections on the streets of the 
city. See also L , p. 187 ff . 

56 LVVA 51/6/295, pp. 36-37.
57 See below, in the section on “Anti-German Policies.”
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to the northeast. Some of the cost was to be covered by the city.58 Churches, businesses, 
departments of the administration, clubs and associations, and even private individuals 
sponsored hospitals for the wounded. The St. Martin Church, for example, opened a 
twenty-bed hospital supported by the Red Cross in January of 1915. It was later in-
creased to twenty-fi ve and then to thirty beds before being evacuated from the city in 
July.59 A police investigative unit (sysskoe otdelenie) donated 117 rubles plus a pledge 
of forty rubles per month to maintain one hospital bed.60 

Refugees

Riga’s proximity to the front lines contributed directly to the overall deterioration of 
living conditions in the city. While only slightly and very briefl y subjected to direct 
military action, the city nonetheless faced enormous strains above and beyond simply 
being located in a belligerant country. The massive population shifts which washed 
over Eastern Europe aff ected Riga directly and were exacerbated by a mass evacuation 
and the arrival of tens of thousands of soldiers who billeted in public and private prop-
erty. Supply and sanitary conditions deteriorated with this dislocation and instability. 
The fi rst such shock came in early 1915 as Riga became a transit point for thousands of 
refugees from western regions of the empire. 

The fi rst wave of refugees to come to Riga was the result not of military action, but 
of Russian military administrative priorities: the evacuation of the Jewish population 
in the spring of 1915. Anti-Jewish measures began near the border with Germany soon 
after the outbreak of war. Local commanders, driven by anti-Semitic sentiment and fur-
ther encouraged by widespread rumors that Jews were supporting the enemy, began to 
order discriminatory repression and small-scale evacuations. These measures quickly 
moved up the chain of command until, by the beginning of 1915, they covered entire 
provinces.61 The fi rst mass expulsions of Jews from their villages took place in January 
and February that year in Poland and Galicia. In the middle of March, large numbers 
of Jewish refugees began to arrive in central Russia. In April at the very latest, when 
the German army was overrunning Poland and the Russian army was retreating over 
a wide front, the Russian high command became convinced that all the Jews must be 
evacuated from front-line areas. The middle of April was the high-water mark. At the 
end of April, the Jews were forced out of Courland and during the fi rst week of May 
out of the guberniia of Kovno. These measures drove thousands of Jews to and through 
the city of Riga.62

Following the mass expulsion of Jews, there came a general evacuation of most of 
the population from Poland, Lithuania and later Courland, as hundreds of thousands of 
people abandoned their houses and villages, either to avoid living under the impend-
ing German occupation or because they were forced to evacuate by Russian military 

58 LVVA 2779/2/22.
59 S , p. 34.
60 LVVA 51/1/133031, p. 200.
61 G , pp. 121-124.
62 Ibidem, pp. 126-128.
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 authorities. Most had only twenty-four hours, some as little as one hour, to pack up their 
belongings and leave their homes. Their houses were then burned as part of the Russian 
“scorched earth” policy. The people fl ed to the northeast and soon Riga was fl ooded 
with a new refugee population.63

The fi rst refugees arrived in Riga from the Suwalki area (Lithuania) as early as 
February 1915. From 18 April, around the start of the German off ensive, they began 
arriving from Kovno and Courland.64 The Latvians, Jews, Poles, and Lithuanians who 
came to Riga during this fi rst wave of refugees usually arrived by way of the main road 
from Mitau. The fi rst attempts by city authorities to count the refugees were made in 
October 1915, but the results of this eff ort are not available. In March of 1916 the Riga 
police were assigned the task of counting the refugees still in the city (see Table 3). 
They registered almost thirty-one thousand on 1 April, of which more than twenty-fi ve 
thousand were of Latvian nationality (presumably from Courland).65 There were almost 
no Russians among them.66 We can assume that the actual number of refugees was 
signifi cantly higher considering the conditions in the city and the diffi  culties that the 
police had in accounting for thousands of people fearful of further expulsion. Many 
refugees did not live in the barracks which had been set aside for them, choosing in-
stead to live with friends or relatives. Others did not live in any specifi c place at all. By 
1917, the offi  cial count of refugees of all nationalities had risen to over fi fty thousand 
(see Table 4).

The city and various aid organizations made some eff ort to help the refugees. The 
fi rst concern was food for the people and their horses. Most refugees were not being 
helped initially. In April of 1915 the Committee for the Care of the Poor took on the 
responsibility for 2,500 people. A Lithuanian committee aided 1500 while various other 
committees supported smaller contingents of the needy—all together still far below the 
total number of refugees in the city. Even though the fl ow of refugees began to abate in 
May 1915, the organizations continued to request more and more help from the city.67

The condition of the Jewish refugees caused particular alarm. The Jews were even 
forbidden from living in Riga if they did not live there before the outbreak of hostilities. 
The 1,400 Jews counted by police in 1916 were probably only a fraction of those in the 
city at the time. Others were in hiding or were living in conditions unfavorable to col-
lecting statistics. According to the Riga Jewish Commmittee for Aiding the Wounded 
and Suff ering (in a report to the city sanitation committee), in May there were over two 
hundred addresses in Riga where Jewish refugees were living, including thirty-two in 
Moskauer Strasse and sixteen in Romanovstrasse.68 The addresses indicate a concentra-

63 See ibidem, ch. 5. Things were even worse in Galicia than in the Baltic region, see ibidem, 
pp. 141-142.

64 LVVA 2779/2/22, pp. 7-8. For a very general account of the overall situation, see G , 
Empire, pp. 19-20. For an account of Latvian refugees, see Šilde, pp. 42-47.

65 LVVA 51/1/13181, pp. 261-263. Some tables are published in Pribaltiiskii Latviiskii komitet.
66 LVVA 51/1/13181, p. 469 reports fewer than seventy Russian Orthodox believers among the 

refugees for the entire city in August of 1916.
67 LVVA 2779/2/22, pp. 7-8.
68 Ibidem, pp. 3-7.
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tion in those parts of the city, predominantly the Moskauer Vorstadt, where Riga’s Jews 
lived. One report from May of 1915 mentioned an encampment of Jews in a courtyard 
in Mühlstrasse which was very unsanitary and endangering the surrounding popula-
tion.69 The Committee was faced with caring for— feeding, disinfecting, clothing, and 
providing desparately needed medical aid—several tens of thousands of Jews, many 
of whom were sick from their long journeys from Kovno and Courland. While local 
banks and private donors donated to the eff ort, the city also contributed fi ve thousand 
rubles. The Committee also tried to get support from the governor of Livonia, arguing 
that these people were not refugees, but “evacuees.”70

Much like the Jews, the refugees from other groups also tended to settle in parts of 
the city where members of their nationality and religion were present in large numbers. 
There, they took part in the public life of the city. Church records show, for example, 
how refugees were taken into Riga congregations. Despite the ensuing dramatic drop 
in population following the evacuation of 1915, the numbers of recorded baptisms, 
confi rmations, and communions did not fall right away.71 The government tried to off er 
some organizational coherence through measures such as the registration of all the local 
Catholic clergy present in Riga in July of 1916. Some precincts reported that no extra 
pastoral personnel were needed, as the local congregations had by then been reduced 
by over 50 percent due to the evacuation, and the local clergy were more than able to 
attend to the refugees without undue additional eff ort.72

Only later in the war, when the Baltic provinces themselves, including half of the 
population of Riga, were evacuated, did national (Latvian) refugee committees manage 
to organize and off er coordinated help on a large scale.73

Mass Evacuation

In the summer of 1915 the western reaches of the Russian Empire experienced some-
thing like a dressed rehearsal for the mass evacuation and retreat of 1941. The “scorched 
earth” strategy was to include not only agrarian production and the evacuation of the ru-
ral population, especially population groups whose loyalty was believed to be question-
able. The goal was to remove everything of any possible use and keep it out of enemy 
hands. The riches of the industrial and trade city of Riga were to be saved for Russia. 
Thus, under the command of a plenipotentiary for the evacuation of Riga, all the larg-
est factories, city and state institutions, and many schools were evacuated deeper into 
69 Ibidem, p. 2.
70 Ibidem, pp. 1 and 7-8.
71 See, for example, Rīgas Doma baznīcas, p. 14. No such reports are available for the 

Russian congregations, but it can be assumed that they are an exception in this case. The 
number of Russians leaving Riga was disproportionately high and almost none of the 
refugees arriving were Russian. Most, if not all, the Russian clergy had left the city as 
well.

72 There were monthly reports from the various confessional groups. These fi les also show 
some interest in the question of religious conversion to Orthodoxy and Catholicism. See 
LVVA 51/1/13181, p. 371f., and pp. 453 and 469.

73 See section on “Exile” in the Latvian chapter in Part II below.
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the empire along with the employees and students and their families. All imaginable 
valuables were forceably removed, including monuments, alcoholic beverages, works 
of art, and silverware. Between the beginning of June and the end of August 1915, 
freight cars rolled incessantly in and out of Riga. The evacuation continued thereafter 
at a slower pace until the city fi nally fell to the Germans in the late summer of 1917.74

The immediate cause of the evacuation was the German advance of spring 1915. 
The German off ensive at Gorlice-Tarnów broke the static front in April and sent the 
entire northern half of the Russian army retreating back through Poland. The off ensive 
was the most successful German combat operation of the entire war in terms of terri-
torial conquest. From the initial attack in April until the front came to rest just outside 
Riga and south along the Düna River, all of Poland, Lithuania, much of what would 
later become Belarus, and almost the entire province of Courland, as well as some eth-
nically Russian territories, fell to the advancing Germans.

Little has been written about the evacuation.75 From among Russian scholars, one 
important scholarly article appeared in the early 1960s.76 It was based on extensive ar-
chival studies and very rich in facts—which are drawn on here—and the interpretation 
was more plausible than might be expected of Soviet literature. The author portrays the 
events of 1915 as a struggle between various cliques of “bigwigs” (“vorotily”): inter-
national fi nanciers and local industrialists in Riga trying to prevent the evacuation, pit-
ted against Moscow industrialists and the Russian bourgeoisie trying to abscond with 
 Riga’s wealth.77 Another writer on the Latvian economy, the émigré historian Aizsil-
nieks , does not entirely disagree with that interpretation. He takes into account what 
happened based on real interest groups without resorting to abstractions about wartime 
chaos, Russian patriotism versus local sabotage, or stereotypes of Russian incompe-
tence. It was also not very diff erent from the perception of German factory owners who 
saw themselves as victims of corruption and arbitrary confi scation.78

As an important arms-producing location and major industrial center, Riga was high 
on the list when, in February and March of 1915, even before the evacuation was being 
planned, representatives of the central military administration came to Riga to seques-
ter large numbers of metalworking machines for use in military factories. The minister 
of war set a precedent by ordering the complete confi scation of the German-owned 
factory Br. Klein in Riga. At the same time, many factories in Riga were being re-tooled 
for military purposes. As imports had virtually ceased, this was not an unsound move. 
Riga soon appeared as a kind of carrion, doomed and ready for taking, and represen-

74 The only account of the evacuation from Riga that goes beyond a brief mention and descrip-
tion is N . There is a fi le for the plenipotentiary of the Riga evacuation, Major General 
Zaliubovskii, in the military history archive in St. Petersburg. See VIA Fond 240. Also of 
interest is a report from General Governor Kurlov for the period November 1914 to August 
1915 in GARF 435/1/19, pp. 1-30.

75 For a short discussion of the main points, see B , 20. Gadsimta, pp. 561-563.
76 See N
77 Ibidem, passim, especially p. 33.
78 The German perspective on the evacuation is given in S , pp. 380-383. The source de-

scribes it as arbitrary, cruel, brutal and wasteful.
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tatives of numerous organizations descended on the city to claim machines and other 
property for their own use: “the Union of Cities, the All-Russian Land Union, various 
regional entrepreneurial organizations.”79 Their eff orts met with only limited success, 
however, and almost all the machines were kept in place. This lobbying, according to 
Netesin, especially by Moscow industrialists intent on confi scating as much as pos-
sible, continued until the evacuation actually began in June.80 Riga was also visited 
by the Central War Industries Committee (Tsentral’nyi voenno-promyšlennyi komitet), 
which used its infl uence to buy expensive industrial capacity at bargain prices. They 
acquired the Phoenix factory for less than six million rubles.81

Despite the planning that had taken place before the war to mobilize the entire west-
ern periphery of the empire for the war eff ort,82 there were no evacuation plans in place 
in case of a retreat from the Polish or Baltic provinces.83 The evacuations, which for 
some groups of people began as early as 1914 along the westernmost frontier, had to be 
improvised to no small degree. Riga was far enough back from the front, however, to 
allow for some advanced warning.

On 19 April 1915, about the time that the fi rst wave of Jewish refugees began to 
pour into and through Riga, the command of the Northwest Front informed the Dvinsk 
military district, of which Riga was part, and the head of the civilian administration, 
Governor General Kurlov , about the serious military threat to Riga. Preparations to 
evacuate the city were to begin. Five weeks later, on 24 May, the supreme command 
declared the evacuation of the city to be absolutely necessary. Real action was slow to 
begin, however. It was only on 8 and 9 June that an inter-organizational meeting called 
by the council of ministers convened and made the decision to begin evacuation. The 
committee even drew up a fi rst provisional scheme, setting priorities for which types of 
workers and factories should have fi rst priority for evacuation.84

As was to be expected, the orders to evacuate were met with resistance by factory 
owners. According to Netesin, they bombarded the military authorities and the gover-
nor with requests to be allowed to keep the factory running “until the last minute” and 
promised to destroy the factory if, “God forbid,” the city should fall to the enemy.85 
All the while, the evacuation of militarily irrelevant material was proceeding at a re-
spectable pace: furniture, agricultural machines, and even children’s toys. On 13 June, 
a hearing of the city’s economic elite called by Kurlov  declared that an evacuation of 

79 N , p. 33.
80 Ibidem, pp. 33-35.
81 Ibidem, pp. 47-48; A , p. 31. Aizsilnieks, quoting Ernests Blanks, portrays the 

evacuation as a kind of mass “robbery.” He also mentions the special commission of Russian 
industrialists who came to Riga to divide up the factories.

82 See G , chapter 1.
83 N , p. 28.
84 Ibidem, pp. 28-29. The mayor of the city at the time, Wilhelm von Bulmerincq, reports that 

he fi rst heard about the arrival of Zaliubovskii, the plenipotentiary for the evacuation, when 
personally ordered by the latter to see to the removal and evacuation of the Peter statue 
 erected in 1910. B , pp. 58-59.

85 N , p. 34.
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the city’s industry was “impossible.” By the end of June, six thousand railway cars had 
helped evacuate Riga, but they had been fi lled mostly with fi nished products. The fac-
tories themselves remained intact. The governor seems to have been reluctant to force 
the issue, however, and found himself being accused from several quarters—including 
the Duma and the military authorities—of treasonous complicity in the delays.86 He 
was removed by the Duma at the request of Grand Duke Nikolai , the supreme Russian 
commander. At the end of June Major General Anatolii Zaliubovskii  was appointed 
a plenipotentiary for the evacuation of Riga. He was to oversee the evacuation along 
with a group of military offi  cers and members of the Central War Industries Committee. 
Thus, the eff orts were now fully out of the control of local authorities.87

The situation had become very urgent. The command of the Fifth Army informed 
Zaliubovskii  on 6 July that he could not guarantee more than ten more days for the 
evacuation. A more or less rational plan for evacuating the most important things 
was drawn up by the evacuation committee around Zaliubovskii  by 9 July. First to be 
shipped out were fi nished military products and the most militarily important factory 
machines (from the metalworking, machine-building, chemical factories, and leather-
works). These would be followed by raw materials (primarily non-ferrous metals), and 
fi nally militarily unimportant factories.88

Local resistance continued, however, the factory owners making every possible ad-
ministrative eff ort to delay or cancel the evacuation of their property into the Russian 
interior. They wrote countless petitions to the ministries of the interior, industry and 
roads and communications, to military and naval offi  ces and to the general staff . The 
commission on evacuation managed to force the major factories and the governor to 
fi nally give in, however, and Provodnik stopped working and began evacuating on 13 
July. AEG followed on the seventeenth.89

By September some 427 factories had been evacuated.90 The eventual destinations 
of some major factories from Riga show how dispersed the city’s economic resources 
and population were becoming:91

 Provodnik     Moscow and environs
 Russo-Baltic Railway Car Factory  Rybinsk
 R. Pole      Voronezh

Rozenkranz & Ko.    Zlatoust
T.K. Kronvald     Ekaterinburg

 Etna, Fel’zer, Molot    Nizhnyy Novgorod 
 

86 Ibidem, pp. 34-36.
87 Ibidem, pp. 36-37.
88 Ibidem, p. 37.
89 Ibidem, p. 38.
90 B , 20. Gadsimta, p. 562; N , pp. 52, 56-58 and 71. 
91 N , p. 55
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Branches which lost all their factories in Riga included metalworking (all 142 facto-
ries evacuated), leatherworking and shoemaking (all thirty-four evacuated), and chem-
icals (all twenty-nine evacuated). Tobacco factories were the only major branch spared 
evacuation. In August of 1916, the factory inspectorate counted thirty-one companies 
with 1492 employees still in Riga, 80 percent of which were in food processing, soap 
and chemical production. The main pillars of the Riga prewar economy had completely 
disappeared. Of those remaining, many were forced to shut down in 1917 due to short-
ages of fuel.92

The ownership of the evacuated property sometimes remained with the original 
proprietor (for example, the Pirwitz factory, which moved to Moscow), but not always. 
In the summer of 1915, 10 to 12 percent of the factories were requisitioned. The pri-
mary targets for requisitioning were understandably those in German hands. Netesin 
estimates that sixteen factories owned by Reich German and seven owned by Baltic 
Germans were requisitioned by the government. Some fi rms in German hands were 
reportedly spared requisitioning because there were enough infl uential shareholders in 
Moscow to prevent it. Much of the property requisitioned for military use was essen-
tially stolen, often with no receipts given, or taken for a price well below the market 
value.93

Generally, the planning was insuffi  cient for the task. There were no front-wide com-
mittees on evacuation until the fall and there was no overall planning organization for 
the northern front until early 1916. The fate of the relocated factories in Russia need 
not be of central concern to us here. But Netesin notes that only 27 percent of them 
eventually managed to return to production, and some of them only after the October 
Revolution of 1917. Many had left essential elements behind in the chaos or had ended 
up spread over several destinations. Some were no longer considered militarily nec-
essary. Some of the factories which did manage to restart production stopped again 
shortly thereafter because of a lack of raw materials, workers, transport capacity, fuel, 
etc. in their new locations.94 

With the factories, workers began to leave Riga as well. On the one hand, the supply 
situation in the city had deteriorated severely. The military had confi scated or stopped 
the import of suffi  cient bread, butter, meat, sugar, fuel, and other goods to keep the city 
going. All the while, thousands of workers were being deprived of their livelihood by 
the closing of the factories. The rising desperation and discontent caused chaos, espe-
cially in light of the deteriorating military situation at the nearby front. In addition, in 
the interior of the country there was a severe shortage of labor. In many major cities 
throughout the empire, the factories continued to work at increased pace while many 
workers were being called to the fl ag. Hence there was a strong economic and material 
incentive to leave the city. The Riga War Industries Committee, together with the Cen-
tral War Industries Committee began work on a plan to transfer the workers from the 

92 Ibidem, p. 46-47. The evacuation of economic assets also included the holdings of Riga’s 
banks, which were taken to Nizhnyy Novgorod, provoking another run on banks, much like 
during the opening weeks of the war. See A , p. 37; M , 18 August 1915.

93 N , p. 48.
94 N , pp. 50-51; A , p. 31.
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Baltic region and Russian Poland into Russia proper. There were two main ideas on the 
table. Some wanted to move the workers to special camps in the south of Russia from 
where the workers could then be forwarded to factories in need of workers. The alterna-
tive was to send the workers directly to any factories which requested them. The order 
eventually signed by Governor Kurlov  on 17 July 1915 considered three basic forms 
of evacuation: fi rst, there was the evacuation of workers, especially highly qualifi ed 
specialists, together with their factories. Second, the order foresaw the evacuation of 
workers to specifi c regions of the country depending on the demands of industry there. 
Finally, workers could also leave on their own and be considered “refugees.”95 

According to the same order, each evacuated worker was to be helped monetarily 
from the war fund. Specialists received two weeks’ pay for unemployment, a support-
ing sum of twenty rubles for men, ten for their wives and fi ve for each child, as well 
as ten for underage workers, over and above a special payment of three or four weeks 
wage upon arrival at the new factory. Others got lesser sums. All received free transport 
of their property, except furniture, to their new destination.96

The fi rst waves of workers started forming during the fourth week of July 1915. 
Only a small number of them actually left together with the factories themselves, the 
rest going to other destinations. The factory Provodnik, for example, only took 350 out 
of almost ten thousand employees. AEG took 2,300 workers along to Kharkov, but sent 
almost a thousand to Moscow and Petrograd. Phoenix was among the many companies 
that did not take any workers along during the evacuation. Many of the remaining 
workers were sent away under the auspices of the employment offi  ce (biuro truda) to 
work for other factories, such as Mantel and Fel’zer which were also leaving Riga.97

After several days of orderly work, the evacuation of workers and their families 
quickly broke down into chaos. Thousands of people ended up spending days and 
nights under the open sky waiting for transport, much like the refugees who were, at the 
same time, entering the city. When transport came, people were taken into the interior 
of the country in freight cars, twenty-fi ve to thirty-fi ve people per car, under deplorable 
conditions. The money promised them was often nowhere in sight. Between 25 July 
and 15 August, twenty thousand workers were evacuated from Riga together with their 
families, altogether between sixty and seventy thousand people. It quickly became nec-
essary to make eff orts to prevent workers from leaving the city, however, as the result-
ing labor shortage was actually slowing the deconstruction and loading of factories for 
the evacuation. Governor Kurlov  ordered pay raises and army soldiers were called in to 

95 N , pp. 38-40. B , p. 59, mentions an order—impossible to obey—to disman-
tle all the machines in every factory and load them onto railway platforms within twenty-four 
hours with the threat of deportation to Siberia for factory owners who failed to comply. 
Whether Bulmerincq is referring to this particular order of 17 July, or some other incident, 
is unclear. K  also covers the evacuation in his memoir, although with few details, pp. 
218-224.

96 N , pp. 39-40.
97 Ibidem, p. 40.
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help with the loading. Provodnik even requested that the military authorities order two 
hundred metal workers back to Riga; there were none left in the city.98 

Despite the chaos and great loss of material, the evacuation of the most important 
machines was completed by 1 August 1915, the day nearby Mitau fell to the Germans. 
All the electrical motors, generators, metalworking and woodworking machines had 
been removed from the city. The metal-working and machine-building factories had 
been almost completely evacuated. From 6 July to 1 August, 12,500 railway cars left 
the city and three hundred thousand poods (a pood is approximately sixteen kilograms 
or thirty-six pounds) of material were evacuated by sea.99

August saw the evacuation of items of secondary military importance, primarily the 
textile, shoe-making industries, and the production of alcoholic beverages. Almost all 
the Riga printing presses were removed starting on 6 August. Lathes, mills, drills, plan-
ning machines, steam engines, and kettles, etc. had to be turned over for evacuation. 
The city tramways were reduced by over half, all the lines west of the river and some 
in the city center were evacuated.100 The pace of the evacuation slowed signifi cantly, 
however, with fewer than three hundred train cars a day leaving the city. At the same 
time, other cities in Livonia and Courland were also being emptied of anything that 
could be of military or economic use to the enemy.101

By the beginning of 1916, seventy-fi ve thousand workers and their families (two 
hundred thousand people), and thirty thousand railway cars of goods and machines had 
left the city at a cost of over nine million rubles for disassembly and transport.102 

However, the evacuation of so many people along with the factories already makes 
it clear that this was not a purely economic event. In addition to the massive reduction 
in population, there were also political and cultural factors to be considered. Riga was 
a guberniia capital city and its administrative institutions had to be kept out of German 
hands. Furthermore, other institutions like schools followed the population into the 
Russian interior and cultural artifacts, especially those of potential military value, had 
to be preserved. 

In early August, the government made school buildings available for military hospi-
tals and military units. Almost all the school space was taken over by the military. This 
caused the further, “voluntary” evacuation of private schools run by private persons and 
organizations.103 Before the evacuation of 1915, there were approximately 130 primary 
and thirty middle schools in Riga, including city schools, state schools, and private 
schools run by clubs, religious congregations, and private persons.104 The evacuation 

98 Ibidem, pp. 40-42.
99 Ibidem, p. 43.
100 Ibidem.
101 Ibidem, pp. 44-45. N  also mentions more detailed information about the quantities of 

material removed and the numbers of railway cars required. The numbers of cars and tons 
given diff er from source to source, but there is agreement that thousands of cars were used. 
See, for example, A , p. 32.

102 N , p. 45.
103 S , p. 114.
104 V , p. 5.
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took the municipal Gymnasium and Realschule to Dorpat, where they resumed opera-
tions during the school year 1916-17. The School of Arts and Crafts (Handwerkschule 
in German) was sent to Moscow where it resumed teaching in December of 1915. Some 
schools, such as the city girls’ school, were evacuated but never reconstituted them-
selves and never re-opened.105 Almost all the middle and high schools were evacuated. 
Teachers who had not been drafted or volunteered for military service—volunteering 
was quite common among teachers—were sent along with the school inventory and 
pupils.106 The story of the II. Riga city elementary school (the sources use the Latvian 
Rīgas pilsētas 2. Pamatskola) was probably not untypical. In July 1915, the teachers 
were ordered to leave and fi nd work elsewhere. They ended up scattered throughout 
Russia. In September the school was used to house refugees. After the German capture 
of the city in summer of 1917, it was used as a barracks for German units. Later, in 
1918, it was used as a Polish elementary school. Later still, it was turned back into a 
municipal elementary school.107 While some teachers from Riga were sent to specifi c 
places where their schools were to be re-opened and some even given a stipend to 
move, usually to Dorpat, many were simply laid off .

The biggest loss in the realm of education was the Riga Polytechnic Institute or 
Polytechnikum, which was sent to Moscow. The teaching had already been severely 
disrupted by the mobilization. The outbreak of war in the summer had caught some 
professors abroad and unable to return. German and Austrian professors had been de-
ported and the top class of students drafted into the army.108 In June of 1915 the whole 
Polytechnikum was relocated to Dorpat and in September sent on to Moscow, where it 
was spread throughout several buildings, many several kilometers apart. Classes were 
held in whatever rooms could be made available at Moscow State University.109The 
property of the institute which made it to Moscow was kept in boxes in the halls. Many 
of the professors took jobs in the military or chemical industry in Moscow.110

The widespread eff ort to leave absolutely nothing of conceivable military use for 
the Germans took on extreme forms. The statue of Peter the Great which had been 
so ceremoniously unveiled fi ve years before was dismounted and loaded onto a ship 
and sent back to Russia.111 The same fate befell the statue of Barclay de Tolly on the 
Esplanade which had been standing since the jubilee celebrations of 1912, as well as 
the statue of Bishop Albert and the Herder memorial plaque. In the exclusive men’s 
club Musse, which would soon be forcibly closed and turned into a military hospital, 
not only the silverware, but also the door hinges and light fi xtures were removed and 

105 Ibidem; L , Gymnasium, p. 14.
106 S , p. 114.
107 Rīgas pilsētas, p. 20.
108 Rīgas politehnikums 1862-1919. g., pp. 24-25.
109 Ibidem; Die Wiedereröff nung der Technischen Hochschule in: Materialien zur baltischen 

Frage, 28 October 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/96.
110 B , 20. Gadsimta, p. 562.
111 The statue was lost for decades when the ship carrying it was sunk by a German submarine. 

The statue has since been recovered and renovated and now stands in the parking lot of a 
company on the outskirts of the city.
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evacuated.112 The lead keels of all of Riga’s yachts were removed, as were the motors 
from the motor boats.113

Churches were also directly aff ected by the evacuation, although only the Russian 
Orthodox clergy left the city in large numbers. All over the city, church bells were re-
moved and sent away by rail or melted down. The bells of the Orthodox Cathedral, for 
example, were taken to Nizhny Novgorod.114 The church schools were soon closed for 
lack of pupils, although congregation sizes remained stable at fi rst due to the arrival of 
refugees.115

The next census taken in Riga came after the German conquest of the city in 1917. 
It showed that the population of the city had dropped by 40 percent. Since an estimated 
fourth of those counted were refugees, it can reasonably be assumed that more than 
half of Riga’s prewar inhabitants had now left the city either through mobilization, 
evacuation, or deportation. They were now spread all over Russia, but some clusters 
resulted from the circumstances of evacuation, the exiling of “politically unreliable” 
people, and voluntary fl ight: the Russian Orthodox clergy, some of the factories and 
their workers, and parts of the Riga Polytechnikum went to Nizhny Novgorod; some 
of the administration and many of the schools ended up in Dorpat; exiled Germans 
were most often sent to Samara or Perm; many Germans who fl ed of their own accord 
left for Germany itself; and Moscow became a point of concentration not only for 
the Latvians from Courland, but also an important center for the reestablishment of 
 Riga’s  industrial plants. Latvian society was now spread across the interior of European 
 Russia in a kind of “Latvian archipelago” which stretched from the Livonian hinterland 
of Riga itself to Dorpat, Petrograd, Moscow, and Kharkov. Recently, Latvian historians 
have paid  closer attention to this migration. One recent study estimates that there were 
 twenty-fi ve thousand Latvians in Moscow at the end of September 1915.116 The total 
number of people who fl ed or were forced out of the territory that later became Latvia 
was enormous. There were over seven hundred thousand fewer people there in 1925 
than there had been in 1914.117 The experience of exile would soon go on to play an 
important role in the organization and formulation of Latvian national ambition.

112 LVVA 6065/1/94, p. 288.
113 Chronik des Rigaer Yacht-Club, p. 75. The chronicles of the yacht club report this incident 

with particular bitterness. The keels were an especially sensitive part of the boat, as the 
technical drawings for them were often no longer available and they could not be replaced 
easily. The Riga yacht club requested that the offi  cials carefully remove the keels and keep 
an accurate record of which ones belonged to which boats. This request was ignored. The 
keels were cut up and a receipt given to the owner for the weight in lead.

114 B , p. 50.
115 S , p. 33-36. On the Herder plaque and church bells, see also Korrespondenz B, 9 Sep-

tember 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917. An apparently complete list of bells removed 
from Riga churches was collected during the German occupation. See LVVA 2724/4/128, pp. 
9-13.

116 B /S , p. 19.
117 G , Empire, p. 108.
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Life in the War Zone

Those who stayed behind would experience Riga as a war zone for the next several 
years. This was evident in the spring of 1915 with the increased presence of the military 
in the city, and further underlined by the call for civilian labor to build fortifi cations to 
the immediate west.118 When the front had fi nally stabilized outside the city, the signs 
of war became even more obvious. Starting in late summer, the city was subjected to 
aerial bombardment. During September there were several airplane attacks on mili-
tary units in and near the city. During the night of October 10 to 11, a German airship 
(Zeppelin) dropped twenty-one bombs over an area of several blocks near the railway 
station, damaging the Düna bridge, wounding over a dozen people, and killing nine 
soldiers, two municipal policemen, and four civilians. A week later another airship raid 
killed six. November and December saw two more air attacks, a daylight raid, and an 
attack on the railroad car factory.119 A woman living near the city center noted that the 
Zeppelin attack had caused a terrible racket, but not enough to waken the children.120

During the period of trench warfare between Riga and Mitau, from September of 
1915 until September of 1917, artillery fi re from the front was clearly audible in the 
city, especially during the large battles in the summer of 1916 and January 1917. Large 
battles were preceded by rumors and increased military activity in the city. The fi ghting 
was then accompanied by daily trainloads of wounded men, fi lling the dozens of mil-
itary hospitals which had been set up all over Riga. Transports full of wooden coffi  ns 
came and went and the air was fi lled with the stench of corpses in areas near where the 
dead awaited burial.121

It would have been hard enough for the city government to feed the population in 
wartime with declining revenues and rising prices. The overbearing presence of the 
Russian military administration and thousands of soldiers in the city itself did not make 
things any easier. Not only did the government sequester supplies and monopolize the 
means of transportation, making it more diffi  cult, for example, for the city to import the 
grain needed for bread, but it also interfered more directly. Wilhelm von Bulmerincq , 
Riga’s mayor, reports several confl icts with imperial institutions. For example, shortly 
after the new governor general of the Baltic provinces, P.G. Kurlov , arrived in Riga, he 
ordered that the city’s slaughterhouse be turned over to the Russian military and that the 
city use an alternative abattoir outside the city. Bulmerincq  managed to get the order re-
scinded, but had to promise to meet the army’s slaughtering needs, as well as the city’s 
own requirements. Similarly, he had to personally intervene to prevent the governor’s 

118 LVVA 51/6/295, 204 is one example of the call for labor to dig trenches.
119 LVVA 51/1/13117 pp. 1, 4, 5, 9-19, 21 and 23; GARF 102/124 (4-oe deloproizvodstvo – 

1915)(37. ch. 7), p. 33. See also T  and H , Kriegschronik, entries for the 
fall of the year.

120 M , 10 October 1915. She mentions worry about air attacks in her diary as early as 4 
August 1915. 

121 Ibidem, 10 February 1916 and 17 July 1916. Masing mentions the “Vorburg” (perhaps refer-
ring to the Citadel) being “full” and the smell of death. 
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interference in administration personnel issues and, more dramatically, to prevent an 
order to evacuate the entire population of the city by foot.122

When the large-scale evacuation of the city did come in the summer of 1915, it ru-
ined the municipal budget and made city eff orts to maintain supply even more diffi  cult. 
In 1914, before the war, the city had taken out loans of 21.4 million rubles and sold 
obligations for 87 percent of their value to a private company for a thirty-nine-year pay-
back. The money was to be used for power stations, sewage canals, the water system, 
soldiers’ barracks, paying off  old debt, and other city needs. By the time the war broke 
out, only 6.7 million (less than a third) had been spent, and the imperial government 
confi scated the rest of the funds for military use.123 Thus, circumstances had shouldered 
the city with additional fi nancial burdens just as the crisis began.

When the evacuation came, city fi nances collapsed while expenditures continued to 
grow. The city tried to get loans from private banks, but there was little left to borrow. 
This not only exacerbated the city’s problems insuring a steady supply of fuel and food, 
but curtailed municipal eff orts to support the needy. In 1917, city support for needy 
reservists’ families was cancelled.124

There were chronic shortages of the basic necessities. While mobilization had dis-
rupted the supply of fuel and fi rewood in 1914, shortages of fi rewood did not become a 
serious problem until later. Firewood could still be found legally in 1916,125 but prob-
lems were growing. Private traders were being forced to sell their stocks to the military, 
which was now encamped in the city to meet the German threat, and many went out of 
business. The city forests had already been cut to a large extent—there was a thriving 
black market in illegally cut wood—and the city government could not aff ord to buy 
up reserves of export wood. In 1917 the city asked the militia to post extra men on the 
edges of town to combat illegal cutting and trading.126 By 1916, there were people 
buying up bread supplies from army units on the black market and burning rye in their 
ovens for heat and cooking. This, of course, further contributed to the general food 
shortages.127

These shortages led, like everywhere else in Europe, to dramatic price infl ation, es-
pecially for food. Prices began to rise as soon as the war broke out,128 and government 
eff orts to dictate price controls were predictably ineff ective. Prices for fl our, sugar, 
and salt dropped when rationing began in February of 1916 and price fi xing was even 
122 B , pp. 51-58. These memoirs contain several anecdotes in which corrupt or ir-

rational Russian offi  cials can be convinced to reverse or mitigate their course by confi dent, 
rational, and sober Baltic German initiative. In one case, the Russian eff ort to get the city of 
Riga to join the Russian Union of Cities (Städtebund in German, Soiuz gorodov in Russian) 
for the organization of mililtary hospitals, von Bulmerincq managed to win some conces-
sions before fi nally agreeing.

123 A , p. 38.
124 Ibidem.
125 LVVA 51/1/13321, pp. 154 ff .
126 LVA 1338/1/55, 25 for 1917; A , pp. 34-35.
127 Ibidem, pp. 34-35.
128 M , 16 August 1914 notes that wartime infl ation had begun and everyone was saving. 

She reports hoarding on 16 February 1915.
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 abolished in March. Prices began to rise again in the fall, however.129 Infl ation through-
out the empire accelerated after the February Revolution as the Provisional Govern-
ment began to print money, and Riga was no exception.130 From the outbreak of the 
war until June 1917, prices for bread, eggs, potatoes, grits, and some other foodstuff s 
increased by 1000 percent. The price of sugar soared by 2000 percent.131

On 23 July 1914, already anticipating the supply problem, the city council (Stadtrat) 
resolved to set up a commission to carry out the special measures required by the war. 
Later that fall, the Food Offi  ce (Verpfl egungsamt) separated from the commission with 
the mission to provide the city’s population with the most necessary foodstuff s. The 
idea was not to replace the free market, but to supplement the food available on the 
market with additional supplies to be brought into the city with a municipal subsidy. 
Additional food was to be stored for use in an emergency.132

The chairmanship of the offi  ce was held by the mayor and the mayor’s council (W. 
von Bulmerincq , J. Erhardt , A. Krastkalns ). Business was run by the city councilmen 
who were chairs of the trade offi  ce, Erhardt  and E. Schwartz . The latter  stepped down 
in early 1917 and was replaced by Dr. L. Berkholz , a city representative who had been 
in charge of the ration cards since their introduction in early 1916.133 Over the course 
of the next two years he would be fi red and rehired in that capacity several times as 
regimes came and went. 

Under the system introduced during the early part of the war, staple goods such as 
rye and wheat fl our, sugar, salt, and petrol were distributed by selling them to bakeries 
and shops which were required to adhere to a maximum price. In addition, the city and 
private hospitals as well as humanitarian organizations were given supplies.134 

In the winter of 1915-16, the fi rst major food shortage struck the city. Just about 
everything except bread was hard to come by. A system of ration cards was introduced, 
greatly expanding the responsibilities of the Food Offi  ce.135 The following winter was 
also harsh. In January of 1917 the government requisitioned more railroad cars for 
redeploying troops, presumably in the context of the “Christmas Battles” raging just 
outside the city at that time, and the city ran out of fl our which it had been importing 
from distant locations in the Russian interior. In February, forty bakeries in the city had 
to close and long lines, called “polonaise” by the population, formed at those remain-

129 A , p. 35. See also S , pp. 335-341. Details of the card system are available in 
Russian LVVA 2724/2/412, “Kartochnaia Sistema v g. Rige” [The Card System in the City 
of Riga], 1916.

130 Ibidem, pp. 36-37.
131  Korrespondenz B, 15 October 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917. B , Šķiro un 

politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 60, says that prices for food had gone up six times by the spring 
of 1917 compared with pre-war levels.

132 HI ARA Box 335-15. This is a three-page typewritten document summarizing the history of 
the food councils in Riga from 1914 to 1919. The pages are not numbered.

133 Ibidem. 
134 Ibidem.
135 A , p. 33; HI ARA Box 335-15.
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ing.136 In August and September of 1915, during the evacuation, prohibitions were 
passed against speculating or selling fl our, rye, husked grain, oats, hay, clover or fuel 
above fi xed prices. Buying food for resale or cattle for export was prohibited as well.137

After the revolution in February and March, the provisional city council addressed 
the shortages. Cooperatives were to be used to help distribute food. The workers’ rep-
resentatives had wanted to turn distribution over to consumer organizations.138 On 14 
April 1917 a new body, the Supply Offi  ce of the City of Riga, took over the supply 
of the city in accordance with the law on grain monopoly. The Riga offi  ce was sub-
ordinate to the Livonian guberniia Committee. A seven-member executive committee 
was elected and Dr. L. Berkholz , the former head of the city supply offi  ce, became the 
committee chairman as well. Despite the changes at the top, personnel and the internal 
organization did not change.139. On 18 May 1917 a bread ration card was introduced.140 
Rations were low and buyers had to wait in line for hours for what was available. There 
was almost no meat available in the city at all.141

Despite the shortages, nobody died in Riga as a direct result of food shortages until 
1918, when 397 people succumbed to hunger. This was no doubt due, at least partially, 
to the cumulative eff ects of wartime deprivation adding up and fi nally taking its toll on 
weakened bodies in the fourth year of the confl ict. The number of the starving would 
increase to 558 during the chaotic year of 1919, but dropped to only fi ve cases in 1920 
(see Table 5).

While food and other supply shortages are typical for wartime cities, Riga’s par-
ticularly precarious location near the front and heterogeneous population, combined 
with the political upheavals, could have acerbated the problem and led to catastrophe. 
The evacuation probably relieved the situation somewhat, but the city leadership also 
proved quite capable in organizing distribution despite the challenges. The presence 
of the Imperial Army probably both helped and hurt the supply situation, while also 
contributing to other problems.

The Russian Military in Riga

Riga had always been a garrison city. It had been the home to the XX Army Corps be-
fore the war. With the mobilization and, especially since the approach of the enemy in 
the summer of 1915, Riga became home to tens of thousands of troops. Practically all 
public buildings were given over to military use. Unit staff  headquarters, military ad-
ministration, and military hospitals moved into city and guberniia offi  ces, hotels, club 
houses, and schools, either by taking over empty buildings or displacing the insitutions 
to less desirable locations. Whole apartment blocks and abandoned factory property 
were also occupied by military units.

136 A , p. 35.
137 VIA 1932/2/231, pp. 163-164.
138 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 60.
139 HI ARA Box 335-15. 
140 Ibidem.
141 VIA 1932/5/72, p. 448. The situation is mentioned in a letter.
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There is little information available on the ethnic composition of the troops stationed 
in and around Riga. It seems apparent, however, that all of the empire’s diverse ethnic 
groups were represented in some capacity, contingent only on limitations imposed on 
the draft (which excluded Finns, for example). Units from Siberia and Central Russia 
are documented in the city, as well as evidence of soldiers of Muslim faith, indicating 
the presence of some from the Caucasus and or Central Asia. The fi les on the troops in 
Riga’s archives are sparse and make determining exact numbers very diffi  cult, but there 
were at least several tens of thousands at any given time from 1915 onward.142

From as early as 1914, the soldiers in the city were considered a source of moral 
danger. In early November, the governor ordered the police and local (uezdnye) admin-
istration to prevent lightly wounded soldiers in rear areas from being released or given 
over to the population for their care. Instead, they were to be given light duty. Cases had 
already been reported of soldiers as beggars and vagrants.143 Furthermore, the presence 
of so many young men in the city combined with the general economic hardship had led 
to the spread of prostitution as women went looking in desperation for a livelihood in 
the wartime economy.144 In February of 1916, the governor ordered the registration and 
medical examination of all prostitutes in the city. There was also to be a list made of all 
unemployed women who were living alone and had arrived in Riga since July of 1914. 
While previous orders to evacuate all prostitutes were rescinded, the women were still 
considered potential spies and placed under observation. Several houses were set up 
around Riga to observe the women and check for outbreaks of venereal diseases.145 
Around that time, and probably as part of the same campaign, there was a mass evac-
uation of prostitutes to locations of their choice further back from the front lines. The 
eighteen hundred women, including a fi rst group of seven hundred who were escorted 
to the train station by the police, were sent to Moscow. The source, the memoirs of the 
Russian police chief in the city at the time, claims that the younger women comported 
themselves with some dignity, but the older women were like “shrews” and “furious 
beasts.”146 

142 The fi les on troops quartered in the city in LVVA 2774/2 were very incomplete. There were a 
few fi les of potential interest such as a complete list of buildings with addresses, the numbers 
of rooms, building owners and the units billeted in them. See for example LVVA 2774/2/447, 
pp. 65-66 for the Fiftieth Siberian Rifl e Regiment at an unnamed time and pp. 202-203 for 
the quartering of the Eighteenth Siberian Rifl e Regiment in June of 1917. In the latter case, 
the soldiers were spread over approximately one hundred apartments located in dozens of 
streets at approximately eight to twelve soldiers per room.

143 LVVA 51/1/133031.
144 S , p. 34.
145 LVVA 51/3/86, pp. 3-4.
146 F , “Kak byla proizvena ‘chistka’ Rigi” [How the Purge Was Carried Out in Riga], 

Segodnia vecherom, 13 September 1919. This memoir was serialized in the Russian news-
paper in Riga, Segodnia vecherom, between 8 September and 15 November 1934; LVVA 
51/3/86, pp. 2-3 mentions some prostitutes who were specifi cally not to be evacuated. The 
blanket evacuation order had been rescinded, but many were still being exiled. The cam-
paign in Riga was part of an empire-wide struggle against prostitution and a suspected link 
to espionage. In June 1915, the army chief of staff  had seen the danger of widespread vene-
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The police chief instituted a personal policy of tolerating the presence of offi  cers’ 
wives in Riga while at the same time not sparing “fashionable” establishments from 
police raids to catch prostitution, including one raid which only exacerbated his power 
struggle with the governor and a local corps commander. The area around Grünstrasse 
appears to have been the center of activity, including at least one such “fashionable” 
locale.147

The problems connected with the military presence in the city went beyond their 
contact with women. The military was among several factors led to a deterioration 
of conditions in Riga: the presence of a large and impoverished refugee population, 
the general poverty in the city, the particular poverty of property owners who were 
responsible for keeping their property clean but could no longer aff ord to do so,148 the 
large-scale abandonment of property, the requisitioning of heating materials and trans-
port by the military and, above all, the very presence of tens of thousands of military 
personnel. A look at some examples how sanitary conditions deteriorated will give a 
vivid impression of wartime life in Riga, a city seemingly under siege from both the 
enemy and the army defending it.

The fi les of the city administration are fi lled with requests by the military to oc-
cupy property and the complaints of owners faced with broken windows, unsanitary 
conditions, and other property damage and abuse. For example, a provisional building 
originally intended as a home for the terminally ill was occupied by soldiers without 
the permission of the city since October of 1915. Even the Riga offi  ce of the State Bank 
(Gosudarsvennyi Bank) had to accommodate military personnel who helped them-
selves to all the available fi rewood.149 The Thorensberg train station in the southwest 
region of the city was slated to become a livery stable and housing for “lower ranks.”150 
In early 1916, a squadron of dragoons had set up camp in the closed market in Hagens-
berg without permission from the city. The ground was not completely covered with 
cement, so stores of food underground were threatened by manure.151 The proprietor 
of a chocolate factory complained that a military transport unit was moving in.152 An 
apartment building owner was faced with the installation of a searchlight unit.153 An-
other complained in August 1915 that he had 250 soldiers on his property. He was 

real disease and found what he considered evidence of German and Jewish fi nancing of a 
campaign to support diseased women and have them bait Russian offi  cers. Hotels and other 
public places were put under observation in several large cities on the western fringe of the 
empire.

147 F , “Kak byla proizvena ‘chistka’ Rigi” [How the Purge Was Carried Out in Riga], 
Segodnia vecherom, 13 September 1919 and “Arest germanskikh shpionov v ‘Fesheneblem 
salone’” [The Arrest of German Spies in a Fashionable Salon], Segodnia vecherom, 17 Sep-
tember 1919.

148 Wartime rules exempted the families of men mobilized for the war from paying rent.
149 LVVA 2774/2/414 has numerous letters. The examples here are from pp. 217-218.
150 Ibidem, p. 189.
151 LVVA 2779/2/52, p. 197. In this particular case, the city managed to get the unit moved to 

another location.
152 LVVA 2774/2/414, p. 309.
153 Ibidem, p. 193.
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unable to pay for garbage removal, however, since he had received no rent since the 
outbreak of the war.154 Some sent their clean-up bills to the city authorities, where they 
were apparently ignored. One such bill described how the waste was overfl owing in the 
ditches. The owner’s building had been used by three regiments and three smaller units 
within the space of three weeks.155

From October of 1915, the Phoenix factory housed four hundred soldiers, 250  horses, 
and the offi  cers of the supply unit for a motorized artillery regiment along with other 
unspecifi ed units.156 Many of the factories which had been emptied by the evacua tion 
of 1915 had long been occupied by Russian soldiers and were used as housing,  livery 
stalls, and storage space. The soldiers’ habits were often less than civilized, exacer-
bated, perhaps, by the conditions in their various rural home territories. It should not 
be assumed, however, that only Central Asian or Russian peasants were responsible. In 
May of 1915, a man complained about the 118 members of the machine-gun section 
of a Latvian regiment that had occupied his property. Their fi ve horses had produced 
about fi ve wagonloads of manure and the ditches were overfl owing with human waste. 
His eff orts to get the soldiers to clean up had failed. He could not aff ord to pay for the 
clean-up himself, as he was not receiving any rent from the military. He was given a 
vague promise of help.157 

The factory owners and workers had long since left the city, but had usually left 
behind an overseer to manage the abandoned property until their eventual return to 
Riga. These overseers complained frequently to the civil and military authorities about 
the damage that the garrison was doing to their property.158 For example, the Provodnik 
factory repeatedly complained to city authorities about horses being kept on the prop-
erty and fortifi cations being built which, because of the low water table, would be next 
to impossible to remove.159

The problem was exacerbated by the laws which made sanitation the responsibility 
of property owners. The city was responsible for the public property being occupied—
school buildings, administrative buildings, parks, etc.—which was problematic enough 
on the low city budget. But in the abandoned factories, the owners were either nowhere 
to be found, having fl ed to Germany, been exiled, or “evacuated” into the interior of 
the empire, or they were often bankrupt and unable to clean up behind the hundreds of 
soldiers and horses who had settled within their walls. The military repeatedly issued 
orders to the soldiers to clean up their own mess, but the constant fl ux of military units 

154 LVVA 2779/2/52, p. 177.
155 LVVA 2774/2/414, pp. 103, 180 and 184.
156 Ibidem, p. 267.
157 LVVA 2779/2/21, the Sanitation Commission fi les on military units, pp. 82 and 88. It is un-

clear what this source means by a “Latvian” regiment, as there were no Latvian units as such 
at this point. Some units in the XX Corps did have many Latvians in their ranks, however.

158 LVVA 2724/4/60, p. 68 has a general letter on the situation; LVVA 2724/4/264 has similar 
complaints to the German authorities about how wartime conditions had been under the 
Russians.

159 See, for example, the letters of complaint from the Provodnik factory dated from March and 
April 1916, and February 1917. LVVA 2779/2/21, pp. 3-4 and 26.
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into and out of the city, as well as the general lack of discipline, meant that the appeals 
went unheeded.160 The appeals had to be repeated over and over again. For example, in 
February of 1917, a special meeting of the Sanitation Commission with representatives 
of the military, the police, the Union of Russian Cities, the Red Cross, and the Union of 
Zemstvos (Zemskii Soiuz) convened to coordinate the clean-up eff orts before the spring 
thaw made conditions worse. Military units were ordered to clean up and given explicit 
permission to sequester the required equipment.161 It did not have much eff ect, as action 
continued to be necessary throughout the spring.

Following the February Revolution of 1917, the situation got worse as military dis-
cipline further declined. Soldiers even moved into Riga castle where they failed to 
maintain even the most rudimentary hygiene, despite the building’s continued use for 
administration.162 In April, soldiers began to occupy the summer homes and dachas 
in the affl  uent Kaiserwald district of the city, forcing entry into the property, breaking 
locks and chasing away anybody standing guard.163 By that time, conditions throughout 
the city had become alarming and the Provisional Government created a new sanitation 
committee to address the problem.164 The city and the military reached an agreement 
that the military would pay one hundred thousand rubles for the clean-up of private 
property while the city took on responsibility for cleaning the overfl owing sewage 
ditches around the various living quarters.165 Further appeals were still being made in 
June and the military was beginning to consider removing units from the city which 
were not absolutely necessary for its defense. The danger of disease was becoming 
more and more pronounced.166

Even the city dairy, still in operation supplying the city hospitals with milk every 
day, was overrun with soldiers. In a letter to the Sanitation Commission, the coopera-
tive running the dairy described the conditions in March of 1917: “In various buildings 
and properties of the dairy, military units have been stationed (numbering about three 
hundred soldiers), which do not in the least observe cleanliness or sterility; the property 
is used even as a latrine […]. These conditions are unthinkable in the present warm 
weather.” This was followed by a request to be freed from the obligation to quarter 
military units.167 An inspector later confi rmed this report:

In the building housing the dairy, soldiers maintain a dirty kitchen, on one of the upper sto-
ries a theater with a latrine in a box in a neighboring room, and on another story the living 

160 The fi le LVVA 2779/2/21 pp. 1-2 mentions the eff orts of the Twelfth Army in 1916.
161 LVVA 2779/2/21, p. 28.
162 LVVA 2774/2/414, pp. 456 and 473.
163 Ibidem, p. 408. The letter which described this situation to the authorities pointed out that 

some dachas had been rented by sick people who needed to get out of the city for the fi rst 
time since 1914.

164 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 61.
165 See LVVA 2779/2/21, pp. 28, 46 and 52a, and others. Orders by the military setting deadlines 

for clean-up can be found on on p. 130 for February 1917 and on p. 129 for June 1917.
166 LVVA 2779/2/21, p. 129.
167 Ibidem, pp. 41-42.
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quarters of the soldiers. Next to the dairy workshop, in a shaft where the lifting machines are 
located, there is a pile of waste and stinking garbage. In the courtyard there are many piles 
of garbage and waste from the kitchen and of other kinds. There is a mass of horse manure 
next to the stall... Only the workshop itself is at all clean, but all around, in the areas used 
by soldiers and the courtyard accessible by the soldiers, there is garbage and foul stench.168

Many of the military units were stationed in the countless apartments which had 
been abandoned by the evacuated population. One property owner complained to the 
sanitary commission about the houses at Felliner Strasse No. 3a and 7 and at Kaiser-
gartenstrasse No. 6a in April of 1917. Horses were in the courtyards, piling up manure 
in the yards and on the water pipes. The soldiers had set up a fi eld kitchen boiler in the 
yard which made it impossible for the residents to open their windows. The owner’s 
repeated eff orts to attend to the situation had been futile.169 Other complaints describe 
overfl owing sewer ditches, clogged water supplies, and fi re danger from chimneys 
which had been in use for two years without being cleaned. The owners were receiving 
no rent from the quartered garrison, but were told by the authorities that they still had 
complete responsibility for maintaining sanitary conditions.170 Clearing manure and 
sewage ditches required horses, however, almost all of which had been sequestered for 
military use in 1914.

Not even church property was spared. In April of 1917 the Old Believer congre-
gation complained to the sanitary commission of the city. Military personnel billeted 
adjacent to the church cemetery were using grave crosses as kindling for their fi res and 
using part of the cemetery as a latrine. Waste from the soldiers’ garbage ditch had found 
its way into the cemetery, causing a terrible stench and a risk of infectious disease 
among the local population.171 Not surprisingly then, the circus building on Paulucci-
strasse was found to be full of human waste, both in the yard and on the fi rst and second 
stories.172 The garbage and waste was not only a problem in the working-class outskirts 
of town. The horses of the transport units were dumping waste even in the city center, in 
the city moat, and near the so-called Red Silos near the railway station and other areas. 
The city made an eff ort to designate special areas for dumping.173

The state of refugees in the city also contributed to the growing sanitation crisis in 
Riga. The hospital for children refugees in Plettenbergstrasse provides one of the more 
dramatic examples of just how bad the situation had become. An inspection in April 
of 1917 revealed frightful conditions. Members of the executive committees of the 
Riga Council of Workers’ Deputies, the Council of Latvian Rifl emen Delegates and the 
United Women’s Committee of the Latvian Rifl e Regiments found bed sheets encrust-
ed with dirt, the pillowcases stained with dried blood and saliva, probably from chil-

168 Ibidem, p. 43.
169 Ibidem, p. 62.
170 See, for example, ibidem, pp. 63, 70, 82 and 88-89a. There are 175 pages in the fi le, many of 

them describing similar cases.
171 Ibidem, pp. 57-57a.
172 Ibidem, p. 115.
173 Ibidem, pp. 109-110.
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dren suff ering from scurvy. Used sheets were piled in the kitchen. The mattresses were 
 mostly uncovered; the air was fi lled with the foul stench of sweat, the rooms not having 
been ventilated. There was a box of garbage in the halls and the workers reported that 
it had been there a long time. There were piles of rotting meat in the storage room giv-
ing off  an unbearable smell. Some horse meat and sausage which was still good was 
lying on the fl oor. The inspectors found boxes of rotting fi sh thrown together with dirty 
linens. The hostel had already transferred ten cases of scurvy to the children’s hospital 
at Simonstrasse including one child who had already died.174 These are the conditions 
under which the rate of dysentery skyrocketed in 1917 (see Table 5). Just before the 
German occupation of Riga in September of 1917, the city prohibited the sale of apples, 
pears, plums and other fruits at the markets and kiosks to stem the outbreak.175

The sanitation catastrophe went hand in hand with the breakdown of societal life 
in general. While the infl ux of soldiers into the city brought some recovery for some 
merchants from the economic damages of the evacuation by 1916, it ruined property 
owners and did nothing to restore prewar civil society. Countless clubs and organiza-
tions for sports, charity, literature, science, the arts, hobbies, etc. stopped their meetings 
and activities in the spring of 1915.176 The military caused other problems as well. In 
March of 1917, the military in Riga broke up the ice on the Düna River by setting off  
huge explosions which broke windows in apartments and stores near the river.177

The opening phase of the war had brought Riga to the verge of collapse. It was 
marked by a serious decline in living standards precipitated by the mobilization, mass 
sequestering of materials, and the economic ruin brought about by the evacuation. So-
ciety as it was known before the war had left the city or stopped all activity, although 
churches and small businesses still operated. The Russian military and its money kept 
some systems still running, but exacerbated the horrifi c sanitary conditions not only 
in the workers’ quarters and factories around the edge of town, but also near the city 
center. 

Revolution

The extreme hardships in Riga were typical of the hardships being suff ered in major 
cities throughout the empire, although somewhat exacerbated in Riga by the proximity 
of the front lines. In the spring of 1917, this general erosion of living standards through-
out the empire, failure on the battlefi elds, and socialist agitation led to the collapse of 
the old regime and the creation of a new revolutionary government. On 23 February (8 
March in the Western calendar) thousands of women textile workers, in recognition of 
International Women’s Day and in protest over severe food shortages, walked out of 

174 LVVA 2779/2/22 Sanitation Commission - Refugees and Displaced, p. 26.
175 LVA 1338/1/55, p. 18. See also M , 1 August 1917. She hurries to the market to buy 

berries before their sale is prohibited.
176 This phenomenon is visible across the board in the fi les of the LVVA. All the fi les of societal 

groups and organizations come to a stop in the spring or summer of 1915 and do not resume 
until years later, if at all.

177 LVVA 2724/2/445, p. 101.
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work in Petrograd. This swelled the ranks of strikers in the capital and over the follow-
ing several days, large crowds of protesters moved through the streets of the city. Em-
boldened by numbers, the strikers began to make political demands and become more 
and more boisterous. Demands became more radical, including not only bread and 
land, but an end to autocratic government. Troops sent out to quell the demonstrations 
joined the protesters and all political authority collapsed. The Duma created a Provi-
sional Government and the tsar, away at the front, abdicated the throne on 2 March, 
bringing an end to the 300-year-old Romanov dynasty.

The months that followed were characterized by revolutionary spirit in the broadest 
sense. Old institutions were done away with or simply dissolved and were replaced 
with various new revolutionary forms of authority. There was a democratic, egalitarian 
spirit driving much of what happened: The armed forces began to subject the offi  cer 
corps to elections and collective decision-making, councils of deputies elected by fac-
tory workers and other organizations seized power or at least claimed power, often 
existing side by side with the power institutions of the new Provisional Government. 
Despite the ongoing war with Germany, Austria-Hungary, and the Ottoman Empire, 
revolutionary economic ideas were put into force including shorter working days and 
higher pay. Some of the wartime restrictions on movement and communication were 
lifted.178 The revolution also unleashed strong, ideological forces which would, within 
several months, threaten what remained of civil society and would eventually send the 
entire Russian Empire plummeting into dictatorship and civil war.

 This initially spontaneous, leaderless revolution arrived in Riga not written on the 
banners of angry demonstrators, but by telegram. Some of what followed, while ad-
hering to the general pattern of events throughout the empire, was homegrown and 
refl ected local conditions. Following the unrest in Petrograd and the abdication of the 
tsar, there were initially few signs in Riga that anything had taken place. First rumors 
of the revolution in the capital reached public notice with travelers over the last several 
days of February. No offi  cial news of unrest was heard at fi rst.179 Even as it became 
clear that something important had happened, there was no immediate upheaval or 
unrest in the city. The initial reaction of the city was generally quiet. There were some 
crowds of people moving through the streets, and gatherings and discussions, but most 
of the people involved were soldiers from the garrison. There were announcements 
posted and various debates and discussions, but all, according to one German witness, 
“in the greatest quiet and harmlessness.”180 The same witness recounts that the mood 
was festive. The seriousness of the wartime situation was forgotten for a moment and 
the major issue of concern seems to have been the symbolically important question of 
whether or not offi  cers should be saluted, which was discussed out in the streets and in a 

178 Refugees and evacuees began to return to Riga. Letters mention the ability of travel, such as 
VIA 1932/5/72, p. 448.

179 L , p. 12.
180 Original quotation: “in größter Ruhe und Harmlosigkeit, “ ibidem, p. 13; This account 

matches that given in H , Kriegschronik very closely.
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large meeting in the city theater,181 as well as by some of those soldiers gathered around 
the empty pedestal of the Peter statue.182

Revolutionary spirit did eventually show a public face in the city in the form of 
public holidays. March 10 was declared Liberty Day and the shops in the city closed. 
Red ribbons were hung about the town and symbols of the old regime were desecrated 
or destroyed. There were still no parades or mass demonstrations, however, with only a 
few assemblies and councils meeting indoors.183 March 23 was declared Memorial Day 
in Riga, an offi  cial remembrance of revolutionary martyrs. Events were organized by 
the Riga committee of the Latvian Social Democratic Party and included marches from 
the cathedral and from other points in the city to the Matisi cemetery, where the dead 
from 1905 had been buried under crossless graves. At the cemetery, General Radko 
Dimitriev  gave a short speech and a priest blessed the crowd of forty to fi fty thousand 
marchers.184

By May, however, revolutionary culture was well established as the city turned out 
for large-scale May Day celebrations. A German eyewitness included a vivid descrip-
tion of the event in his day-by-day account of the Revolution. His account is somewhat 
contemptuous of revolutionary pretentiousness while also showing some appreciation 
of the complexity of the city:

Today is the third major holiday of the new Republic. In six weeks three holi-
days. A bit much. And what kind of holidays. All productive work is not only 
stopped, but frowned upon, all traffi  c stopped. No trams, no droshkies, no fodder 
deliveries, no newspapers, all the stores closed, even the post offi  ce is celebrat-
ing, and some of the trains. The old regime couldn’t aff ord that. And no appar-
ent authority to stop the fl ywheel of economic life as if by magic. Nobody even 
knows the names of those in power who are acting so skillfully behind the scenes, 
controlling everyone like puppets. One little movement, and everything obeys, 
automatically, with wonderful precision. And if you think about this day objec-
tively, look at this multi-sectioned, worm-like column of social democracy, see 
the heterogeneous elements who fall into step under the red symbol as the only 
source of salvation, heterogeneous in their place in life, the way they lead their 
lives, and their attitudes toward life, soldiers, workers, fat bourgeoisie, cooks, pu-
pils and other children, refugees and the like, if you see the houses with their red 
fl ags, the same houses that were fl ying the white-blue-and-red only a few months 
ago, you have to be amazed at how strong the herd mentality is even among the 
self-determined, free bourgeois, and how well the leadership understands mass 
psychology. But one must also be amazed at the level of thoughtlessness and lack 
of backbone. What does the Russian soldier, who was recruited for the very least 
part, perhaps one percent, from the ranks of the factory proletariat [...] have to do 
with the international workers’ holiday? The very contradiction that we speak of 
May fi rst on 18 April is probably confusing his dull muzhik brain. And the house 
owner on the boulevard, the factory owner, does the demand for an eight-hour 

181 L , pp. 14-15.
182 H , Kriegschronik, 18 March 1917.
183 E , 1917 Revolution, p. 12.
184 Ibidem, pp. 13-14. According to this source there were ten military bands present.
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workday and the call for the unity of the proletariat of all countries really have 
such a friendly sound that he can hang his liberalism out the window in the form 
of a red rag? [...] On the surface, the newspapers tomorrow are going to report on 
a grand demonstration and praise the orderliness of the event. But we won't read 
that the Latvians, who were certainly the directors of the demonstration and were 
planning on taking important posts in majorem Lattwiae gloriam, were totally 
swallowed up in a sea of Russian soldiers. And the newspapers won’t report that 
a whole division (the 109th) intended to introduce discord into the celebrations by 
marching under black banners and calling “Down with the War!” Whether or not 
the plan succeeded, I know not, and don't really care either.185

Despite the pageantry, the overall situation had settled somewhat as early as mid-
March. The prices for bread had fallen, mitigating any immediate danger of an outbreak 
of violence in the streets. At least some Germans, who had feared that a breakdown in 
authority would lead to persecution, seemed to have felt safer for a while. The general 
mood was one of optimism. The only people still on edge were offi  cers, whose future 
may still have seemed very uncertain.186 The cloud hanging over the whole revolution-
ary experience in the Baltic, for all nationalities, was the precedent of 1905. Although 
one German witness noted that, at least initially, there was no comparison with 1905, 
since the 1917 Revolution was restricted to Petrograd,187 the memory of that earlier 
event was nevertheless present. Other witnesses report fears of an uprising like that of 
1905 as early as 1914. It was certainly an obvious precedent for collective action for 
both revolutionary and loyal groups. In fact, the precedent was being heeded. The Riga 
Soviet began to compile a list of those deemed to be collaborators with the old regime 
for trial in front of military tribunals.188 While the memory of 1905 did not end up play-
ing a major role in 1917, it would later be an issue of life and death for some in 1919.

Below the mayor and the governor, however, there were soon four governing pow-
ers vying for authority in the city—the offi  cial city council and administration recog-
nized by the Provisional Government, a council or “soviet” of workers’ deputies, a 
council of societal organizations, and a council of soldiers’ deputies. They did not take 
up arms against each other and often cooperated, but relations were often less than 
cordial. The creation of various councils for revolutionary governance had also been 
part of the experience of 1905 and was refl ective of what was now going on all over the 
non-occupied Russian Empire. The methods of election for these councils varied and 
were devised and implemented by the people immediately involved in each particular 
case. Factories or other places of work, or military units, organizations, town or city 
districts or other geographic units would elect delegates to a council. The council would 
pass legislation and resolutions and elect an executive committee to act in its name—
the members of which could be recalled at any time by a majority vote in the council. 
Sometimes the soldiers, offi  cers, and workers would elect a single combined council. 

185 L , pp. 36-37. The original German is at the back of this volume. See “A revolutionary 
celebration.”

186 L , p. 15.
187 Ibidem, p. 12.
188 E , Bolshevik Year, p. 660.
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Often they would elect separate bodies. Sometimes other conglomerates of institutions 
such as societal organizations (clubs, charitable organizations, etc.) would also elect 
delegates and form a representative body. Members of the council at one administra-
tive level could then elect delegates for councils at the next higher level. This “soviet” 
form of governance typically recognized only the unifi ed power of the council and not 
a separate executive or judiciary branch. 

The most important of the new bodies in Riga was the Council of Workers’ Deputies 
(Rīgas Strādnieku deputātu padome) elected by the Latvian Social Democrats. It met in 
secret and appointed an executive committee under the leadership of Rudolfs Endrups  
who would go on to serve as again as a leader during the period of communist control 
of the city in 1919. Another body, the Council of Societal Organizations (Sabiedrisko 
organizāciju padome), elected by the Congress of Representatives of Societal Orga-
nizations and led by one W. Samuel , was made up mostly of Latvian bourgeoisie and 
a few members of the working class. It met in the Second City Theater. Formed by a 
meeting of mostly liberal-minded public activists on 4 March, it included delegates 
from numerous political and civil organizations in Riga. Led by a fi ve-man executive 
committee, on 6 March it elected a central committee consisting of eighteen liberals 
and nine social-democratically oriented workers. The Council was short-lived, despite 
its prominence during the opening phase of the revolution. The hostility of the Riga 
Council of Workers’ Deputies and the reestablishment of the city council led to its 
demise.189

The First City Theater was where a very large meeting of Twelfth Army soldiers 
elected the third revolutionary council, the Executive Committee of Soldiers’ Deputies. 
One of its leaders was the same A. P. Tupin  who wrote for the Russian paper Novoe 
Vremia and had produced virulent anti-German propaganda in the early months of the 
war. Offi  cers of the army elected a Committee of Offi  cer Deputies which they sent to 
maintain cooperation with the Soldiers’ Deputies.190 The Latvian rifl e regiments in the 
city also elected their own council (Latviešu strēlnieku pulku padome) which cooper-
ated closely with the Council of Workers’ Deputies.191

The offi  cial city council might have been assumed to disappear after the revolution 
when new centers of power emerged in the Riga Soviet and the Council of Societal 
Organizations. But the rivalry between the others allowed it some breathing room and 
remaining authority. It met in special session on 4 March under Mayor Krastkalns —a 
conservative Latvian also picked by the Provisional Government to serve temporar-
ily as governor of Livonia—to congratulate the Provisional Government and discuss 
supply and security issues for the city. It was the security issue that eventually so di-
vided the city council that the council resigned on the twentieth. The new city council 
that emerged was constituted from lists of candidates provided by the Riga Council of 

189 Ibidem, pp. 16-18.
190 This account follows very closely the terse and somewhat sarcastic account of H , 

Kriegschronik, 21 March 1917.
191 D , p. 11. Pages 10-11 give a brief Soviet-era account of the formation of these various 

councils.
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Workers’ Deputies.192 The offi  cial city council, the one recognized by the Provisional 
Government in Petrograd, thus went into the summer strongly under the thumb of the 
Council of Workers’ Deputies—a body dominated by this time by Latvian Bolsheviks. 
It was this body that took control of the day-to-day running of the city, including the 
issue of what to do now that the police force had dissolved, many of its members hav-
ing fl ed or gone into hiding. Krastkalns  had devised a scheme of using the fi remen as 
a provisional police force, but the Riga Council of Workers’ Deputies was opposed 
to this. Instead, they proposed to arm workers who had been approved by workers’ 
organizations. As long as no agreement was reached, the Seventh Bauska Regiment of 
the Latvian Rifl es was called in to maintain order. It began patrolling the streets as an 
emergency measure. Until the fall of the city to the Germans in August, they remained 
the only police force in Riga, the various other interest groups in the city having failed 
to agree on an alternative,193 and the Provisional Government unable to enforce its own 
plan. In March representatives of the rifl emen had expressed their unwillingness to 
turn over the defense of the city to a militia. In April, the Council of Workers’ Deputies 
formally approved their role as militia indefi nitely.194 There were soon approximately 
six hundred men from the Seventh Regiment on duty in the city, while the total number 
of men from Latvian units in and around the city, organized into combat brigades or in 
training, was over sixty thousand.195

This was the fi rst time the military had such direct control over the city, but it came 
at a time when military discipline was eroding rapidly. Throughout the army, offi  cers 
were losing control of their units and were even being subjected to physical attacks.196 
The soldiers often used their newfound status as policemen with no chain of command 
to conduct searches of living quarters throughout the city.197

The poor material conditions among the soldiers and civilian population, the lack 
of discipline and any police training, and the unbridled revolutionary spirit which gave 
the common soldier a sense of propriety over the locals, exacerbated further by inter- 
ethnic tensions— all of this contributed to a decline in order within the city.198 Corrup-
tion trickled down into the rank and fi le as bands of soldier-militia arbitrarily searched 
houses, confi scated property, and often simply plundered. Things did not yet reach the 
proportions they would under Bolshevik rule in early 1919, however. Despite their for-
mal assignment to maintain order in the city, witnesses report that soldiers were often 

192 E , 1917 Revolution, p. 18-19. Krastkalns was one of a handful of conservative 
Latvians who would later cooperate with the German occupation authorities.

193 Ibidem, p. 18; B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 58.
194 LVVA 2724/2/1532, p. 85; L , p. 20-21.
195 LVVA 2724/2/1532, p. 29; W , p. 173.
196 L , p. 37.
197 Ibidem, pp. 29-30 and 35.
198 LVVA 2724/2/1532, p. 88 is a complaint by the Latvian rifl emen to the city administration. 

It does not mention ethnic tension, but complains of poor funding and lack of personnel. The 
crime rate was going up and the rifl emen were in over their heads. In June, six hundred more 
men were approved, more than doubling the available force (ibidem, p. 198).
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involved in violent crime and robbery.199 Crime rates went up signifi cantly during the 
months between the revolution and the German occupation.200

Militia violence was often directed not at the general population or specifi c ethnic 
or class groups, but at their fellow soldiers. In preparation for the off ensive operations 
of the summer, more and more non-Latvian units were brought into the city or sta-
tioned nearby. These so-called “Siberian” units became involved in brawls and even 
some shootings with Latvian rifl e units in Riga.201 These confl icts grew out of raucous 
meetings of the soldiers’ councils or from disputes out in the streets and in the shops. 
One German witness noted the declining popularity among the Latvian troops of the 
Provisional Government, the war in general, and off ensive operations in particular, as 
contributing factors.202 The same author also mentions, however, that the soldiers in 
Riga itself generally had better morale and discipline than elsewhere.203 The soldiers 
were generally better off  than the civilian population, with better shoes and access to 
food. They maintained contact with friends and relatives within the civilian population. 
Knowing a soldier was a useful survival advantage.204

The revolution led to a general liberalization of wartime measures such as military 
censorship (which would have been diffi  cult to enforce now that the Riga Soviet was 
openly calling for an end to the war) and prohibitions on speaking German. The number 
of newspapers available in the city rose dramatically. Not only political parties, but also 
unions and cooperatives were organized. Despite wartime conditions, laws were passed 
granting higher wages and shorter working hours.205

Despite the relief the February Revolution had brought for some in the city, how-
ever, the general mood in Riga was darkening over the summer of 1917. People were 
getting nervous. One witness compared the general atmosphere to that of the summer 
of 1915, when the Russian army was in full retreat and refugees were pouring into the 
city. There were rumors of another impending evacuation. Dysentery was spreading 
and food prices were on the rise again.206 The Russian army’s off ensive outside Riga 
had failed to drive the Germans back and the city remained close to the front lines.

There was to be one more closing act to the revolutionary period before the next 
turning point, the capture of the city by the German army. The major political event of 
the summer was the election of the membership of the new city Duma on 13 August (26 
August), only a week before the fall of the city. Thirteen parties participated, including 
Bolsheviks, Mensheviks, and the national democratic blocks of several nationalities, 

199 L , pp. 121-122. This account says that they even plundered houses outside the city 
itself, at the beach areas along the coast.

200 Ibidem, pp. 58, 61 and 77.
201 Ibidem, pp. 146, and 192-193. See also B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 67.
202 Ibidem, pp. 82 and 143.
203 Ibidem, pp. 172 and 180-181.
204 Ibidem, pp. 143-144 and 180-181.
205 Soviet historiography emphasizes these aspects of the period. See F  and D , 

pp. 9-21.
206 L , pp. 162, 181-184 and 199.
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including a German democratic party and several Jewish parties.207 The organizers 
faced the problem of creating election procedures appropriate for the new situation 
under very unfavorable wartime circumstances. The 1913 city council elections, much 
like the elections before, had been fought out along ethnic lines.208 The war had now 
exacerbated those divisions, both between and within ethnic groups, while weakening 
the authority of the city, impoverishing the city and its population, and demographi-
cally rearranging the electorate. There was bickering and distrust about how democratic 
elections could even be organized.

There were reports of agitators going through neighborhoods and threatening peo-
ple, forcing them to fi ll out and seal their voting envelopes.209 Eff orts to prohibit the 
Russian soldiers stationed in Riga from voting led to disappointment, especially among 
the German population, when the former were fi nally granted suff rage.210 The Latvian 
press favored allowing the Latvian rifl emen to vote, even though they might not have 
lived in Riga before the war, but opposed participation by non-local Russian soldiers. 
The socialist paper Cīņa (“Struggle”) did not take a stand on the issue. In the end, all 
were allowed to take part, including the forty thousand men in the garrison.211 One 
source claims that “bourgeois” parties were using their connections within the mu-
nicipal election apparatus to prevent whole streets in the proletarian sections of town 
from registering in voter lists.212 There were also debates about the geographic extent 
of the city. The Latvian socialists wanted Riga to include the—predominantly Lat-
vian—workers’ areas on the northern outskirts of the city and cited the inclusion of the 
summer district of Kaiserwald (where Germans were overrepresented) to make their 
case.213

The revolutionary atmosphere and the presence of the Latvian and Russian gar-
rison radicalized the campaigning. In the days before the August election, the streets 
were full of agitation. The militia and rifl emen overwhelmingly sided with the Latvian 
Social Democrats and openly campaigned for them. The LSD’s polemics attacked in 
all directions, not focusing on specifi c political opponents.214 They did most of their 
campaigning outdoors, holding public rallies and meetings.215 The day before the elec-
tion, the Latvian Social Democrats held forty large meetings outdoors in various places 
around the city. One of the locations was the St. Gertrude church,216 as it had been 
in 1905 and presaging the use of church buildings as political rally points under the 

207 Ibidem, pp. 182-183 has a complete list of these parties. The parties will be discussed in 
greater detail in the chapters on national wartime experience. See Part II. Chapter 2, Re-
volution and Politics.

208 See H  and H .
209 E , Esejas, p. 15.
210 L , p. 182; B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 67.
211 E , Esejas, p. 14.
212 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 67.
213 E , Esejas, p. 14.
214 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 21.
215 K , Kampf, p. 103.
216 Ibidem.
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 Bolsheviks a year and a half later. While the day of the elections was quiet and orderly, 
with few problems reported from the various polling locations, there had been violence 
the night before. Members of the Second Riga Latvian Rifl e Regiment, city militia, 
and some workers fought a battle against members of the Russian Thirty-eighth Divi-
sion’s “Death’s Head” battalions in combats around the edge of town, in which rifl es, 
hand grenades and even machine guns and armored cars were used. The immediate 
cause was reportedly that Latvian soldiers had taken down Russian election posters. 
According to other rumors, Latvians had made fun of the Death’s Head insignia on the 
Russians’ hats. The German Lieven  makes a strong case that the real cause had been the 
unpopularity of the war among the Latvian rifl emen. The Russian Death’s Head units 
represented an elite unit, created and sent to the front to continue the war with more 
resolve—“strike breakers” of a sort. The number of killed and wounded is unknown, 
but Lieven  is sure there were at least one hundred killed.217

Of the nearly two hundred thousand men and women eligible to vote (at least twenty 
years of age), 145,213 cast their ballots for the 120 seats of the city Duma. In total, 116 
men and four women were elected.218 The Latvian Social Democrats won a plurality, 
41 percent of the vote, and it can be assumed that something like 60 or 70 percent of 
the Latvian population, as well as many soldiers, voted for them. There were thirteen 
electoral lists or parties with a total of 550 candidates for the 120 seats.219

The results were: 
Latvian Social Democrats  49  seats
German Party 19  seats
Socialist Bloc 18  seats
Latvian Democratic Party 9  seats
Veinbergs ’ Latvian conservatives 1  seat220

The results for the German Party were especially high. They were higher than the per-
centage of Germans in the civilian population and much higher than expected when the 
Russian garrison is taken into account. It can be safely assumed that they showed a high 
degree of ethnic loyalty and mobilization, that the Germans voted in higher percentages 
than other groups, and that they even garnered some support from Latvian liberals and 
conservatives as well as from local Russians.

The new council never passed any legislation, however, before German armies 
conquered the city.221 Their fi rst session began on 21 August. On that afternoon, the 

217 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 67; L , pp. 192-193. 
218 Ibidem p. 198 claims there were two hundred thousand eligible voters. E , Esejas, 

p. 13 gives a higher estimate of 225-250,000, divided into thirty-two districts of 3,600-5,900 
voters each. See also K , Kampf, p. 105. The sources disagree as to whether there were 
four or fi ve women elected total. Kalniņš says there were four women Social Democratic 
delegates elected.

219 E , Esejas, p. 15.
220 Results are from B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 67 and E , Esejas, 

pp. 50-51.
221 E , Bolshevik Year, p. 656.
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delegates came together for what would be their fi rst and only meeting. The German 
occupation forces refused to recognize its authority and replaced it with a city council 
dominated by a German majority.222

With the Revolution of 1917 and especially with the occupation of Riga by the Ger-
mans, the city entered a new era, its two-hundred-year connection to the tsars and the 
old regime was at an end. There would be reprise of revolutionary rule in the city and 
a brief return to Russia—a loose association with Soviet Russia—in 1919. However, 
the German occupation appeared to be the decisive event of the war, a major turn-
ing point, a bitter defeat for some, a glorious liberation for others. The conquest and 
 sixteen-month occupation brought both permanent and temporary changes to Riga, but 
off ered little immediate relief from the wartime hardships and political confl ict that had 
been plaguing the city since 1914.  

222 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, pp. 68-69; K , Kampf, p. 105.
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3   German Occupation

The Kaiser’s Birthday

The celebrations of the German Kaiser’s  birthday on 26 and 27 January 1918 took 
place more than two years after the German army had taken up positions near the city’s 
western environs and fi ve months after the German army had fi nally captured Riga. The 
liberation was an event celebrated by the local Germans, for whom it meant an end to 
harsh anti-German policies and a hope for a return of privilege. The January birthday 
festivities for the German emperor were not unlike similar celebrations in Germany in 
years past.1 The Rigasche Zeitung remarked, “If in Germany this day, in accordance 
with the wishes of His Majesty and the seriousness of the time, appears somewhat less 
festive than usual, here in liberated Riga it is a celebration of very particular consecra-
tion and signifi cance.”2

The emphasis was on a presentation of state military power and glory. The measures 
taken to decorate the city were similar, but on a lesser scale to those during the tsar’s 
visit to Riga in 1910: black, white, and red fl ags and portraits of Wilhelm  II were hung 
from all prominent buildings, while the shops displayed busts and images of the Kaiser 
or of historic events. Prior to the main events, the elementary and secondary schools 
celebrated with singing and other presentations by pupils. On the evening of 26 Janu-
ary, the celebrations began in earnest with a military ceremony (Grosser Zapfenstreich) 
in front of the governor’s offi  ces, across from the Esplanade. In one of the two major 
events to take place in full public view, two hundred soldiers and military musicians 
marched from there into the city center to the Rathausplatz, many carrying torches 
through the blacked-out streets, followed by large crowds of people.

That same evening, the German Soldiers Aid organization (Kriegerhilfe) held a 
celebration in the Small Guild (St. Johannisgilde) which was fi lled to capacity with 
prominent guests including the mayor, the military governor and other offi  cers, Prince 
Joachim  of Prussia, and visiting Turkish dignitaries. The speeches by the governor, 
General von Alten , by the chairman of the Kriegerhilfe and military chaplain of the 
Riga Gouvernement Griesenbach, and by Land Council (Landrat) member von Sivers- 
Römershof  all emphasized the unity of Germany with the Baltic Germans under the 
person of the German Kaiser,  who was portrayed as the warlord who had made Russia 
into mere “geographic concept” (“geographischer Begriff ”). In words typical of Baltic 
German sentiment at this time, Sivers-Römershof  spoke about the faith that the local 
Germans held in German greatness and in eventual liberation.3

1 Compare the descriptions off ered in W , pp. 157-191.
2 Rigasche Zeitung, 23 January 1918. Original quotation: “Wenn dieser Tag im Reich, dem 

Wünsche seiner Majestät und dem Ernste der Zeit entsprechend, äußerlich wohl ein weniger 
festliches Gepräge tragen wird als sonst, so ist er für uns im befreiten Riga doch ein Festtag 
von ganz besonderer Weihe und Bedeutung.”

3 For the details of the event, see O ; Rigasche Zeitung, 28 January 1918.
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The next morning, the military was again front and center with a public reveille 
(Grosses Wecken), which the Rigasche Zeitung called a “charming musical innovation 
for our militarily unschooled Riga,”4 a rather strange claim considering the recent his-
tory of the city. The churches were fi lled to capacity for special services while the Es-
planade was shoveled free of snow for the parade to follow. At noon, the commander of 
the Eighth Army, General Count von Kirchbach , escorted by Prince Joachim  and other 
military dignitaries, inspected the troops, who were arranged in a large carré around 
the Esplanade, and led the men in four cheers for the emperor. There was a salute fi red 
from the Basteiberg, Iron Crosses awarded, and a military parade held. The afternoon 
and evening were spent with a banquet for the army high command at the House of the 
Black Heads, a governor’s party with sixty important civilian gentlemen in the Musse, 
and a special performance of “Freischuß” at the German theater with all the dignitaries. 
Speeches and concerts were held in soldiers’ homes throughout the city.

The festivities focused solely on the German element—the symbols, the proces-
sions, the clientele. The German press accounts nearly ignore the other population 
groups altogether. Indeed, the ethnic factor was considerably more prominent than it 
had been during the tsar’s visit eight years before. While the monarch got considerable 
attention—it was, after all, about him—the rhetoric and symbols were decidedly more 
national. The Baltic Germans were now part of the German Volk and not merely a 
feudal estate or Stand, a transformation refl ected in all aspects of the ceremony, but es-
pecially in the speeches. In 1910, the German nobility had made some eff ort to portray 
Riga as a host city for the emperor and his entourage. Now, Riga had been demoted to 
the role of subject.5

There is no evidence in the available sources of any attempt to protest or cause any 
problems at the festivities. There had been a small, abortive demonstration by Riga 
socialists on the anniversary of the 1905 revolution a few weeks before, but they were 
silent for the rest of the month.

It should be pointed out that the military aspects of the ceremony must have seemed 
much more directly meaningful to the participants than during the tsar’s visit. In con-
trast to 1910, the army that marched over the Esplanade and on Rathausplatz in January 
of 1918 was not the caricature of a conquering army from a distant century, put on dis-
play as a symbolic abstraction, with no real foe at hand. Rather, it was an army in fi eld 
uniform with three years of combat experience, the same army that had recently con-
quered—or liberated—the city after a two-year siege. For many Germans, they were 
real heroes, visible manifestations of a hope now realized, the armed defenders of their 
dignity. For Latvians, they were an occupying army who had come, like the punishment 
expeditions of 1906, to decisively route national ambitions. If the tsar’s parade army 
of 1910 was an abstract representation of war experience and symbolic memory or the 

4 Rigasche Zeitung, 28 January 1918. Original quotation: “[Eine] reizvolle musikalische 
Neue rung für unser militärisch ungeschultes Riga.”

5 T  contrasts the role of the local region as “Gastgeber” in earlier ceremonies and “Unter-
tan” later in her essay entitled “Die 1900-Jahrfeier der Schlacht im Teutoburger Wald 1909,” 
p. 201.
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army of a small local clientele, this army was a starkly current refl ection of life in a city 
still at war, an army with fresh mud on its boots.

The celebration of Kaiser Wilhelm’s  birthday was only one of several large celebra-
tory events to take place in Riga during the sixteen-month period of German occupa-
tion.6 It represents the clear expression of German power, however. German fortunes in 
the east were reaching their climax. Hopes for victory in the west were not yet shattered, 
as they would be in September of 1918 at the fi rst jubilee of the German “liberation” of 
Riga. The birthday celebrations were as completely German as the Kaiser’s  visit to the 
city immediately after the battle in September 1917 had been, but this time extended 
beyond the purely military, demonstrating the Reich’s deep, established control of all 
Riga institutions. That control had begun several months before in early September as 
the result of a short, forceful off ensive which dislodged the Russian lines and, for a few 
weeks, brought the war of movement back to the eastern front.

The Fall of Riga

The fall of the city to the German army was one of the most dramatic episodes of the 
war. The attack began on 1 September 1917 (new calendar), south of the Riga salient. 
Within a few days, the Germans had crossed the Düna River near Uexkill, upriver from 
Riga, a move which threatened to cut off  not only Riga itself, but all the Russian units 
in and near the city, especially those in forward positions on the west bank of the river, 
where the most intense fi ghting had been in previous years. The Russian command de-
cided to evacuate the city, so the city was spared direct military action. The siege ended, 
but the conclusion was dramatic.7 The arrival of the Germans was one of the pivotal 
events of the war for each of the major ethnic groups.

Military operations, especially in and around urban environments, are diffi  cult to 
conceal. The fall of the city did not, therefore, come as a complete surprise. In the 
weeks preceding the attack, rumors of an impending German off ensive were already 
spreading in the city. Artillery noise from the front was becoming more common and 
there were signs that the Russian military in Riga was becoming unsettled, evacuating 
some of their offi  ces and positions.8 By 17 August (the end of August by the new cal-
endar), however, the mood was returning to normal.

On Saturday, 1 September (18 August by the old calendar), however, when the Ger-
man attack began, the city knew about it immediately.9 A German airship had appeared 
over the city in the morning and dropped some bombs. The main streets were getting 

6 The sixteen months include the six-week period at the end of 1918 when Latvia had declared 
independence and Germany had surrendered to the Entente in the west, but the German mil-
itary still controlled the city.

7 The military history of the attack can be found in B , Latvija pirmā pasaules kara laikā, 
pp. 201-212; B , 20. Gadsimta, pp. 615-617; A , pp. 218-226; K .

8 M ’s reports from 19 and 20 August give vivid accounts of the unrest from the perspec-
tive of a hopeful German awaiting liberation; see also L , pp. 184-190.

9 According to L , p. 197, the barrage began on the sixteenth. His account gives detailed 
coverage of the day’s events in Riga, pp. 203-206.
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more military traffi  c than usual and the artillery fi re from the west was growing in 
intensity, including several large nearby explosions. By the afternoon, the city’s in-
habitants knew that something important was happening.10 According to one German 
witness, the sound of battle from Courland was comparable to the long bombardments 
of the battles in the summer of 1916. The Mitau Vorstadt, the part of the city west of the 
river, closest to the German lines, was being evacuated, vehicles of all types crossing 
back over the bridge into Riga proper. Russian soldiers coming into the city from the 
west would stop and read the posters for the city Duma election.11

The following day, a Sunday, was more dramatic. The noise of battle had grown 
considerably and the Russian retreat from the city, while still orderly, was in full swing. 
Columns of apathetic soldiers, seldom accompanied by their offi  cers, fi led along the 
main thoroughfares to the east.12 But into the night soldiers were still seen taking up 
positions on the west bank of the river.13 A Latvian witness recalled that day seeing the 
Latvian Rifl emen fi ling through Riga back toward the Jugla lake to the northeast of the 
city. He described them as high in morale, but disappointed to be giving up the city 
without a fi ght.14

By the morning of 3 September, the Russian retreat continued apace, and far less or-
derly than the day before. Military offi  ces, hospitals, and the telegraph were now being 
abandoned as the army withdrew from the city.15 On the west bank of the river, some 
soldiers had broken into some stores during the night, but now, the real disorder began 
in the city center east of the river.16 Soldiers were now shattering windows and doors, 
crashing through storefronts and walking away with as much as they could carry. The 
accounts describe soldiers laden with booty, army vehicles and machine-gun carts load-
ed down with stolen goods, leaving the sidewalks covered with empty boxes, broken 
glass, mirrors, and furniture.17 Soon, civilians began to join in the looting, women and 
children feasting on stolen delicacies,18 ruffi  ans fi ghting for possession of prized stolen 
property, and all variety of Russian beggars and thieves who stayed behind to enjoy 
the anarchy.19 The damage was concentrated mainly on the businesses along the main 

10 P , p. 52; L , p. 200.
11 M , pp. 10-11.
12 P , p. 53; M , p. 11.
13 Ibidem, p. 12.
14 K , Kampf, pp. 107-109.
15 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 68.
16 M , p. 12.
17 P , p. 53; H , p. 59; K , Kampf, p. 109. There is a similar account by 

Werner Greiff enhausen in the archive of the Baltische Landeswehr in Marburg in the fi les on 
Georg von Krusenstjern.

18 H , p. 61.
19 P , p. 53; H , p. 61; H , Kriegschronik, 3 September 1917 is one of 

the more vivid accounts. The plunderers are depicted as soldiers, “women and teens,” (more 
pejorative in the original German—“Weiber und Halbwüchslinge”), “soldiers, bums and 
trulls” (“Soldaten, Strolche und Weiber”).
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routes out of town to the northeast. Only one report mentions the city militia actually 
arresting looters.20

The noise of smashing glass and the clatter of feet and wheels on the streets was 
punctuated by a series of large detonations throughout the afternoon. The Russians 
were destroying what they could not carry: munitions, military food supplies, and 
equipment. Most of the damage was on the outskirts of town, in the abandoned facto-
ries that the army had been using for depots.21 Several of these were torn by large ex-
plosions and fi res as the stores were destroyed.22 One witness saw a Russian soldier set 
a store of food afi re in the Wolfschmidt factory.23 A factory which had produced starches 
was set ablaze and explosions destroyed the large, adjacent houses in the Säulenstrasse. 
According to a German report, the Russian military prevented the fi re department from 
intervening, endangering more houses in the Säulenstrasse and Wolmarstrasse.24 At the 
river, the market stands and storage facilities were burned and the bridge blown up to 
prevent the Germans from crossing.25

From the early morning until the late afternoon there was no eff ective government 
in Riga—no police, no leadership, no laws. Most people stayed indoors, at least near 
the city center and to the east, fearing that the looting might move from the shops and 
businesses into private dwellings, or fearing bodily violence. Only one account men-
tions the fear of rape,26 and none of them report it actually happening. A newspaper 
later reported that there had been rumors that private residences would be plundered 
that night.27 A witness from the less densely populated west bank part of the city reports 
on people leaving their homes as soon as the Russian columns had ebbed to occasional 
small groups of stragglers.

Later, the fi res continued burning, but the looting was over. The streets were mostly 
empty. The Russian soldiers had gone. People returned to the streets, gathering accord-
ing to “interest groups,” as one witness described it, exchanging suspicious glances 
and whispering.28 Soon, the fi rst Germans were seen in the city, arriving from diff erent 
sides, reaching the west side of the river about two o’clock in the afternoon and down 
town about two hours later.

20 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 68; See also LVVA 2724/4/46, p. 1 for a re-
port on the general conditions in the city and a list of items looted

21 Most accounts are vague, not naming the factories or locations. See for example P , 
p. 53.

22 H , Kriegschronik, 3 September 1917.
23 H , p. 60; another factory on the west side of the river is mentioned in M , p. 13.
24 LVVA 2724/4/89; M , pp. 13-14, also describes fi res spreading into residential areas.
25 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 68.
26 P , p. 53.
27 Rigas Latviešu Avīze, 2 September 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8 21/22. 
28 M , p. 14. He mentions that the term “the German” (der Deutsche), a colloquialism for 

the plural, “the Germans,” could be heard again and again from the whispering as people 
presumably speculated about when the Germans would come.
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On the west bank, one of the fi rst sightings was of a three-man German bicycle 
troop from the Landeswehr.29 They were quickly surrounded by civilians who shook 
their hands, greeted them again and again and bombarded them with questions. They 
exchanged information about conditions in Germany, the Riga bridges, the availability 
of tobacco. The soldiers hoisted a child onto one of the bicycles, a gesture which drew 
a cheer from the crowd—even from the Latvians. One Latvian man even hugged one of 
the soldiers and thanked him for ending the danger presented by the Russians.30

Soon, there were countless Germans all over the city, being greeted with loud shouts 
and great happiness. The fraternizing and singing of old German folk songs went on 
well into the evening. For their part, the German soldiers were surprised that so many 
people in Riga spoke German.31 One German soldier reported having been met in Riga 
by his father, a man who had been banished early in the war and had returned to Riga 
only after the February Revolution.32

One witness, with a sense of drama characteristic of his whole account of the war, 
and no doubt with some embellishment, described the exact circumstances of the 
dissolution of the city government. The chairman of the executive committee of the 
Council of Workers’ Deputies, the Bolshevik leader Jūlijs K. Daniševskis—later  to be 
Soviet Latvia’s commissar of war—had called for a meeting of the newly-elected city 
Duma for two o’clock in the afternoon. Forty representatives out of the 120 elected 
attended and debated at length about how to stop the pillage of the city. There was 
some disagreement about which kinds of objects and which parts of the city should 
be given highest priority. Their action was, however, limited to helpless appeals to the 
population to refrain from looting. At fi ve o’clock the Russian-speaking meeting was 
interrupted by a voice in German declaring from outside, “The Germans are here!” and 
a request to go to Herrenstrasse to meet the German soldiers. After sending a small 
delegation out and fi nding only one German soldier on the street— surrounded by 
an enthusiastic crowd—they returned to their meeting. During the dramatic oration 
by Daniševski s, a German lieutenant walked into the meeting and declared the city 
captured. Council member Karl Julius Dahlfeld , a German Balt who had earlier been 
the subject of an informer’s report claiming he was a Germanophile who failed to hide 
his hope for a German victory, supposedly greeted the offi  cer by invoking the topos of 
seven centuries of German cultural development in the Baltic: “I bow before the victor 
and put the fate of this old city, which can look back on seven hundred years of culture, 
into your hands. Furthermore I request your protection from the bands of marauders 
and other rabble currently roaming the city.”33 We will meet Dahlfeld  again later on, in 
the chapter on German war experience.

29 The Landeswehr was the army of reserve units, made up of mostly older men.
30 M , p. 15.
31 H , p. 61.
32 Korrespondenz B, 19 September 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917.
33 H , Kriegschronik, 3 September 1917. Original quotation: “Ich beuge mich vor 

dem Sieger und lege das Schicksal dieser alten Stadt, die auf eine mehr denn 700jährige 
Kultur zurückblicken kann, vertrauensvoll in Ihre Hand. Weiter bitte ich um Schutz gegen 
die durch die Stadt streifenden Banden von Marodeuren und anderem Gesindel.”
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The German commander, Prince Leopold of Bavaria, recorded his reception in the 
city vividly in his war diary:

The city on the left bank of the river had little to off er save for a few villas; the 
Russians had destroyed all the factories or at least totally cleared them out, for 
example the large rubber factory, the products of which we would have very 
much welcomed. […] 

When we got off  at the wide dock on the right bank a large, excited crowd of peo-
ple greeted us, mostly from the better classes, probably mostly Baltic Germans 
and German businessmen. 

These moments of enthusiastic reception are unforgettable. Especially the older 
and younger ladies, women and girls who, with tears in their eyes, movingly 
thanked us for having come to liberate them. 

Again and again we were told: For three years we waited, thank God you are here. 
One of the women approached me with one fi nger raised in a threatening manner 
with exactly those words. 

[…] [Later] As we left the hotel… [Hotel de Rome in the city center, M.H.] A 
huge crowd of people had gathered and gave us an enthusiastic ovation. In all 
the streets of the city where the people of the city were out and about in festive 
clothes we were greeted with friendship, the young ladies threw lots of flowers 
[…] It was at least for me one of the most interesting and beautiful days of the 
whole war.34

Occupation Policy

Supreme authority in the city was taken over by the Oberkommando of the Eighth 
Army and its headquarters moved to Riga.35 The day after the capture of the city, von 
Hutier , the commander of the Eighth Army, clamped down. The death penalty and long 
prison terms were reimposed, along with a curfew from nine o’clock in the evening 
to six in the morning.36 Announcements posted in town demanded that all weapons 
be turned in and all communication and photographic equipment be registered. Soon, 
other items like furniture, sleds, and wagons also had to be reported. Members of the 
Russian military were also required to turn themselves in. It was strictly forbidden to 
talk to prisoners of war, take photographs, print or distribute information, or hold meet-
ings of any kind.37 By October, all men of military age (seventeen to forty-fi ve) were 
required to register for a call-up to military duty. There were also supposedly plans to 

34 Kriegstagebuch Prinz Leopold v. Bayern, BHSA Abt. IV Kriegsarchiv 1989, 1011-1013. The 
original German can be found at the back of this volume. See “A prince in Riga.”

35 A , p. 43. The headquarters was moved to Tartu after the German gains in the spring 
of 1918.

36 B , Okupācijas, p. 90.
37 LVVA 2724/4/16; LVVA 2724/4/30.
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create forced labor battalions, but these did not come to fruition. All males from the age 
of ten were required to carry a militry passport as identifi cation.38

Regular patrols began in all parts of town immediately after the capture of the city. 
Political parties were banned, as were trade unions, cooperatives, educational societies 
and other, similar organizations. The Baltic refugee committee was allowed to continue 
some of its work. A new city council was put in place, composed, according to a Soviet 
source, of German military civil servants and “reactionary local Germans.”39 It was es-
sentially the same city administration which had been in place before the revolutionary 
upheaval and the municipal election. According to a German source, the revolutionary 
administration, run by “drunken hordes of soldiers” and “unrestrained proletariats,” 
had brought the city to the brink of ruin in three months.40

With the creation of a new Gouvernement Riga as an administrative unit, the highest 
authority became General von Alten  (who was replaced by General Georg von Engel-
brechten  in July of 1918). He functioned as mayor. P. Hopf  became the Stadthaupt-
mann.41 The Germans lost no time setting up an administration with twenty-two depart-
ments. At fi rst, it was spread throughout the city in diff erent public buildings such as 
the schools, the guilds, and city hall. But soon it was concentrated in the court building. 
The main hall of the courtroom was used both as a meeting hall for the administration 
and as a courtroom where trials were held using German legal procedures but imple-
menting tsarist law.42

The city “people’s militia” had ceased to exist, but by the end of September, a new 
“citizens’ militia” or Bürgerwehr was created.43 The new chief of police was Baron G. 
von Recke . He had been liberated by the Germans from a Riga jail where he had been 
awaiting trial by the Riga Workers’ Soviet judicial section on charges related to his al-
leged counter-revolutionary activities.44 The police personnel was made up, according 
to a Soviet source, of local German fi remen and “black hundreds,”45 a reference to a 
virulently conservative monarchist movement in Russia. The use of local fi remen in 
the police force is not unlikely. The idea of using fi remen had been proposed by the 
mayor, Krastkalns , before the fall of the city, and in 1915 Germans had planned to use 
membership in fi re brigades to stay in Riga and take over police duty in the case of a 
German advance.46

38 Korrespondenz B, 15 October 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917. B , Okupācijas, 
p. 92. 

39 B , Okupācijas, p. 90.
40 Korrespondenz B, 15 October 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917.
41 B , Okupācijas, pp. 90-91; D , pp. 22-23.
42 B , Okupācijas, p. 91.
43 LVVA 2724/4/30, p. 19.
44 B , Okupācijas, p. 91; D , pp. 22-23. The spelling of his name is unclear. In Lat-

vian, it is “Reke.” It is also unclear whether the counter-revolutionary activity of which he 
stood accused dated to 1905/1906 or more recent events.

45 B , Okupācijas, p. 91. The source also claims that a whole “army” of former tsarist 
spies and informants were put back on the streets.

46 On the Germans, see the section “Loyalty Tested” below or GARF 102/(7-oe deloproiz-
vodstvo) 1916/584 Ob organizatsii “samooborony” ili “militsii,” pp. 3-5.
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Newspaper activity stopped immediately with the fall of the city. By October, the 
Germans were allowing the publication of one German and one Latvian newspaper, 
both under strict wartime censorship. The German authorities worked to make Riga 
the German city they believed it to be, changing the street names back into German.47 
Conditions were not amenable to a complete reestablishment of prewar cultural life, 
however, and political as well as economic concerns played a role. The request to re-
start a Lithuanian newspaper was rejected, although more than twenty thousand Lithu-
anians still lived in Riga.48 A request to open a comic theater (Lustspielhaus including 
a theater, variety shows, a circus, movies, a café, and a restaurant) in the former cir-
cus building was rejected as superfl uous. A similar request to reopen the circus proper 
was denied in November. The rejection cited the shortage of fodder as justifi cation. 
The fact that the animals in the zoo had already been eaten was also cited as support-
ing evidence. A request by the Latvian Aid Society in Thorensberg (Pardaugava, the 
west bank of the river) to present plays more frequently was granted permission by the 
Stadthauptmann, however.49

Many Reich Germans visited Riga during the occupation period. Prince Leopold 
of Bavaria  was in the city several times in his capacity as commander of the eastern 
front.50 But more importantly, non-military visitors came as well, indicating either a 
rejuvenation of the close relationship the city had with Germany before the war or the 
beginning of closer economic and possibly political ties. Visitors included Prussian 
ministers, mayors of cities— including the mayor of Bremen, who was greeted by a 
formation of soldiers from the Hanseatic city—and other politicians, representatives of 
the Ostland GmbH from Berlin, Königsberg, and Augsburg, and a delegation of people 
of various walks of life from Silesia. They came to discuss the economic possibilities in 
the newly-conquered areas. Many German companies were involved.51 Reichskanzler 
Michaelis  visited Riga accompanied by members of the Pan-German League, members 
of the Reichstag, German princes, as well as local politicians and German factory own-
ers and merchants.52 Even Turkish Imperial Prince Omar Faruk  came for several days 
in the fall of 1917.53 However, it would appear that none of these visits resulted in any 
signifi cant economic developments, which is not surprising, given wartime constraints.

The school system was also changed by the German takeover. First, all the schools 
were immediately closed. L. Mackensen , a brother of the fi eld marshal and Gymna-
sium director from Berlin, was put in charge of educational questions in Riga. Only in 
October were the schools allowed to reopen, provided they abided by the new “Basic 

47 B , Okupācijas, p. 91; D , p. 24.
48 LVVA 2724/4/89, pp. 3-4.
49 LVVA 2724/4/275, pp. 2, 7 and 8.
50 For example, Korrespondenz B on 19 March and 3 July 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
51 B , Okupācijas, p. 96; on the mayor of Bremen, see LVVA 6431/1/2, p. 239; on Silesia, 

see Korrespondenz B, 3 December 1917 in BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917. Some other visits 
are mentioned in Korrespondenz B on 15, 19, and 16 November and 17 December 1917 in: 
BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917 and 24 July 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.

52 P , p. 181.
53 Korrespondenz B, 26 November, 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917.
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Instructions for the Renewal of Schooling.”54 The guidelines were based closely on the 
policy which had been in place in occupied Courland since 1915. There were report-
edly orders from higher up that Riga and Livonia should be prepared, like Courland, for 
future annexation by Germany, although such a policy, it was said, would be diffi  cult to 
institute “considering the intelligence of the population.”55 

The guidelines refl ected both a policy of Germanization and wartime pragmatism, 
although they were hardly progressive. The goals of education were to enhance religious 
Gesinnung or sentiment, obedience, respect for authorities, order (Zucht und Ordnung), 
honor toward one’s parents, and the forming of character (sittliche Charakter bildung). 
School attendance would not be mandatory for the time being, although universal atten-
dance was the eventual goal. German children were prohibited from attending Latvian 
classes—even if the parents so desired. Latvian children could only be forced to attend 
German schools if their parents wished. Latvian was permitted as a language of instruc-
tion, but German language had to be taught as a subject such that children were to have 
a solid command of German by the time they left school. Religion classes were to be in 
each child’s native language, while Russian was, in the fi rst instance, not permitted as 
a language of instruction—those rules were soon liberalized, however. Teachers were 
required to learn some German and could be dismissed at will as long as the war was 
still in progress.56

The elementary schools were to follow Prussian lesson plans—an idea that drew 
resistance from all nationalities, including Baltic Germans. Public schools were to be 
free of tuition fees.57 Along with foreign lesson plans, the Germans introduced a scaling 
and ranking of schools that was foreign to the area, including, for example, “middle 
schools” or Bürgerschulen which were previously unknown. The German high schools 
and Gymnasium schools, on the other hand, were similar to their Russian predeces-
sors.58

Despite the disparity in population, there were soon more German schools than 
Latvian schools in every category.59 Approximately 60 percent of the schoolchildren 
then enrolled were of German ethnicity, while Germans still represented fewer than 
15 percent of the general population. The discrepancy can be attributed to the fact that 
children of other ethnicities could not, or did not, attend for one reason or another. The 
total number of enrollees dropped even further in the spring as living conditions in the 
city continued to decline.60 This was, at least in part, not simply a matter of the personal 
situation of the families concerned, but the result of deliberate German policy, since the 

54 B , Okupācijas, p. 97 makes some general remarks about educational policies. Here, I 
build on S  and the text of the “Grundlegende Richtlinien zur Wiederbelebung des 
Schulwesens im Gouvernement Riga,” reprinted in S , pp. 75-80.

55 S , pp. 30-31. The original German implies not only “intelligence,” but also 
education: “…bei der hohen Intelligenz der Bevölkerung.”

56 “Grundlegende Richtlinien,” in S , pp. 75-80.
57 S , p. 13-14; B , Okupācijas, p. 97.
58 S , pp. 15-17.
59 Ibidem, pp. 13-14 and 33.
60 B , Okupācijas, p. 97.
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authorities were much more likely to grant Germans permission to open schools and 
limit the number of private, non-German schools. The latter were the hardest for the 
school inspectorate to control for violations of the language policy and the implemen-
tation of “Prussian spirit.” After Dorpat was captured by the German army, the question 
of returning all the elementary and middle schools which had been evacuated to there 
from Riga came up. This was rejected by the German authorities on the grounds that 
it would “seriously endanger the Riga elementary school system (Schulwesen) which 
was being run in the German spirit.” In the place of the middle schools from Tartu, 
new schools should be created “on a German basis” and “in the German spirit.”61 In 
the summer of 1918, the Polytechnikum moved from Moscow back to Riga. It was re-
opened on 14 October 1918 as the Baltische Technische Hochschule.62 However, it did 
not survive long as a German institution.

Education policy is a clear example of the German authorities taking advantage 
of the tabula rasa created by the war. Despite the hesitancy at the top of the German 
government to openly annex the Baltic littoral, the Germans did not seek to recreate 
the complexity of prewar Riga. Instead, they worked to reconstruct those aspects of the 
prewar situation that suited them and start anew in areas that did not fi t their new vision.

Life under the Occupation

Conditions in the city were also adversely aff ected by restrictions on movement. In Jan-
uary 1918, movement between Riga and Courland was greatly restricted. This policy 
stayed in eff ect until the erection of an electric fence in the spring of 1918. From Febru-
ary to May of that year, the fence was built all around the city to control civilian move-
ment. All contact with the surrounding territory was blocked off  section by section. 
People needed permission from the Eighth Army to enter or leave the Gouvernement 
through fi fteen control points. The northeast passages past the Jugla were controlled 
fi rst, from February 1918, followed by the western and fi nally eastern approaches in 
April.63 Economically, Riga was already isolated by severe German restrictions on im-
ports from Courland to the south and west, and to the Russian front lines which were 
still only a few miles east of the city in Livonia. Mobility was further curtailed in April 
with an ordinance prohibiting the use of bicycles or motor vehicles by any civilians or 
moving into a new place of residence without permission.64

In economic matters, the Germans immediately liquidated the revolutionary eco-
nomic policies that had been put in place under the Russian Provisional Government 
and the Riga Council of Workers’ Deputies. The property of evacuees was confi scated, 
as was industrial property if one third or more of the ownership was in the hands of 

61 S , pp. 33-35; D , p. 28 briefl y mentions the introduction of the “Prussian” 
school system.

62 B , Okupācijas, p. 97; Die Wiedereröff nung der Technischen Hochschule in: Materia-
lien zur baltischen Frage, 28 October 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/96.

63 LVVA 6431/1/2, pp. 50-94; A , p. 46; B , Okupācijas, p. 92.
64 Amtliche Beilage zur Mitauischen Zeitung. Behördliche Bekanntmachungen, 26 July 1918, 

in: BA-MA PHD 8/89.
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citizens of states hostile to Germany. Countless taxes were introduced: poll taxes, postal 
taxes, taxes on production, dogs, luxury etc. Meanwhile, the city itself plunged further 
into debt as it was forced to pay for the civil and military occupation administration.65 
The eight-hour workday was replaced with nine- to ten-hour days—arguably mild for 
wartime conditions—while control of production was put back in the hands of factory 
and workshop owners, and wages were lowered, both reversals of revolutionary laws 
passed earlier in the year.66

Despite these measures, which could arguably have led to what would today be 
called “job creation,” unemployment and underemployment increased as construction 
workers no longer needed on abandoned Russian projects were dismissed and replaced 
by German military engineers on new or resumed infrastructure projects. For example, 
a new “Lübeck” bridge, inaugurated in March by Prince Leopold of Bavaria, was built 
over the river into the city center in just four and half months. It was a major project, 
a wooden and iron structure which could carry vehicles of up to twelve tons and allow 
pedestrian traffi  c on both sides.67 Unemployment was mitigated somewhat by moving 
some seven to eight thousand workers to Germany, where there was a labor shortage, 
and more workers to work on railroad projects for the German military in Courland.68 
This relocation was, in theory, voluntary. The fi rst trainload of unemployed workers to 
fi ll the gaps in the German war industry left for the Reich in July of 1918.69 

The Raw Materials and Trade Department (Rohstoff - und Handelsabteilung) of the 
Riga Gouvernement had a complete monopoly on the legal import, export or sale of 
metals, paper, rubber, leather, some chemicals and other items.70 Germans tried to col-
lect up all the gold and silver currency still in the city and send it back to Germany. 
Furthermore, a German bank was given the sole right to purchase gold.71 In what was 
perceived by Latvians as a policy of plunder, the German authorities often requisitioned 
items and goods in exchange for worthless receipts.72 Much of the confi scated material 
was sent to Germany, including furniture from the abandoned apartments of evacuees 
and items essentially stolen from the city lombard (Stadtlombard).73

The German occupation also brought with it the second currency upheaval of the 
war, and there were to be several more in the years to come. To overcome a shortage 
of cash in the cities, at the end of October 1917, the German administration began in-
troducing Ost rubles—the currency of Ober Ost, of which the Gouvernement Riga was 

65 B , Okupācijas, p. 92; D , pp. 24-27.
66 Ibidem, p. 25; Bērziņš, Okupācijas, p. 93; Aizsilnieks has a table of wage levels under Ger-

man occupation, Aizsilnieks, p. 77.
67 Korrespondenz B, 1 February and 19 March 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918; B , 

Okupācijas, p. 93.
68 Ibidem, p. 93.
69 Korrespondenz B, 14 August 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
70 B , Okupācijas, p. 92.
71 A , p. 49.
72 B , Okupācijas, p. 92.
73 Ibidem. The total amount paid by Riga as a “contribution” amounted to three hundred mil-

lion rubles. B  cites Brivais Strelnieks (Free Rifl eman), 15 February 1918.
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now part, which had been in circulation there since 1916—in place of tsarist rubles, 
intending to phase out the use of Russian currency by mid-November.74 The opposite 
eff ect was achieved, however, as tsar-era money now began to seep into Courland again 
and a black market for tsarist rubles cropped up in Riga. The illegal trading was cen-
tered on Sandstrasse, in the old city.75 Tsarist currency remained popular throughout 
the countryside and, when possible, people would sell their goods in Riga for tsarist 
money. Even more tsarist money poured into Riga in the spring, when the German 
armies advanced further into the Russian Empire and traffi  c to and from Riga became 
somewhat easier and more of a hinterland was open to the city for trade,76 albeit only 
briefl y before the electric fence strictly controlled access to the city. At one point there 
were five different currencies being used in the city, a situation a Libau newspaper re-
fered to as a “Babylon of currencies” with a confusing mix of copper, iron, nickel and 
paper money and stamps of various denominations. Russian postage stamps appear to 
have been particularly popular as a medium of exchange. Nonetheless, the paper insi-
sted that the population remained optimistic about German prospects: “[T]he people of 
Riga disregard this nuisance with good humor and everyone is hoping that someday, 
when peace comes, there will be only one kind of money to mark income and expen-
diture—the German note!”77

Industry had all but frozen up by the time the city fell. The Riga Fabrikantenverein 
(Association of Factory Owners) was soon revived, however. Already on 29 September 
it resolved to support the region’s closer association with Germany. The Börsen komittee 
and the Handelskammer quickly followed suit.78 The Fabrikantenverein  began its work 
to have the evacuated factories put under German protection and returned to Riga. In 
August of 1918 an agreement was signed with Soviet Russia about collecting informa-
tion on the evacuated inventory that was now spread all over the former empire. The 
Baltic Committee at work in Moscow also had an “industrial section” for work on the 
same question.79

During the occupation, the city’s fi nances only got worse. The budget defi cit of 
one million rubles had doubled to two million in 1916 and quadrupled again to eight 
million by August of 1917. The estimate for 1918 was to be sixteen million. There 
was now very little tax income being generated, despite the increase in taxes, but city 
expenditures had risen from twenty million per year in 1914 to forty-four million in 

74 Korrespondenz B, 15 October 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917.
75 A , pp. 46-48. See also Russkoe Slovo, 8 June 1919 for a lengthy article about Jew-

ish currency speculators and the illegal trading economy on Sandstrasse, the Esplanade and 
Alexander Boulevard. It centers on a supposed speculator fi tting an anti-Semetic stereotype, 
Solomon Isaakovich Immerfal’sh (“always dishonest”), who takes advantage of the chang-
ing tides of war to profi t by trading currencies, or Russkoe Slovo 11 June 1919.

76 A , p. 49.
77 Korrespondenz B, 5 October 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23. “Aber mit wirklich viel Humor 

setzen sich die Rigaer auch über diesen Mißstand hinweg, und alles hoff t, daß einst im Frie-
den nur eine Art Geld Einnahmen und Ausgaben bezeichnen wird—das deutsche Geldwert-
zeichen!” 

78 B , Okupācijas, pp. 94-95.
79 Ibidem, p. 96.
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1918, mostly for the Verpfl egungsamt (food supply department) which was paying for 
the goods most aff ected by the runaway infl ation.80 City companies such as schools, the 
electric company, and the gas company, signed obligations to Germany for a total of six 
million Reichsmark, but only a fraction of that was ever collected.81 Furthermore, in an 
eff ort to control (and tax) all economic activity, the Germans required that all fi nancial 
transactions had to be made through the Darlehenskasse Ost, a special bank under the 
direct control of Ober Ost, the German military occupation administration. The eff ort 
made to rebuild the streetcar network, with people in the Kaiserwald area demanding 
that their line be reestablished so they could again have easy access to their summer 
residences—a request ultimately denied by the military administration—serves as an 
example of the variety of demands still being imposed on the city, despite wartime 
conditions.82

While the Latvian perception of German economic policy was that of an economy 
of plunder to feed the German war eff ort,83 not all was gloom and doom. Immediately 
after the German occupation began, witnesses remarked on the large number of shops 
operating down town and along the river at the market. There were cafes and coff ee 
houses with live music, elegant waitresses and well-dressed civilians in addition to 
crowds of soldiers.84

The guilds had re-opened in October of 1917.85 In April 1918, the Germans saw 
great potential in the city, noting high potential property values, the good condition of 
the harbor, and the proposed opening of the Dnepr canal to renew trade with the inte-
rior.86 There were plans to open up trade with the Reich, starting with the manufacture 
of wooden furniture, doors, and windows built by the saw mills and new workshops 
(Arbeiterstuben). The fi rst sales began in June and there were soon large orders in place 
for more.87 By September, Riga companies were represented at the Leipzig trade fair 
and even toy production was being resumed.88 In May of 1918, the stock exchange re-
opened after a three-year shutdown,89 fi sh stocks in the local fi sheries were recovering 
by June, and the railway was bringing in vegetables and milk and other foods.90 The 
Germans had even managed to capture enough railroad stock to stop converting all 

80 Baltisch-litauische Mitteilungen, 29 May 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
81 B , Okupācijas, p. 94.
82 The tracks of many lines had been torn up during the evacuation of 1915. See LVVA 
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83 See the section on Latvian wartime experience; The Reich German Hoff mann also noted in 
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85 Ibidem.
86 Korrespondenz B, 24 April 1918 in BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
87 Korrespondenz B, 24 April, 1 May and 5 June 1918 in BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
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captured railroads to narrow gauge. Passengers and goods could now switch trains in 
Riga. Steamers which had been evacuated to Reval by the Russians were on their way 
back to their owners in Riga.91 There were plans as early as April to make Riga a free 
harbor at some point in the future.92 The Riga Kommerzbank and City Lombard were 
returning from Moscow, one more of the many signs of economic recovery that the 
German military press seemed eager to publicize.93

The German regime worked to repair the material damage done by the war. In May 
of 1918, a commission began work assessing the damage in Riga and Livonia. It was 
made up of members of the nobility, Riga organizations, the Börsenkomitee and Fac-
tory Owners’ Association and several chambers of commerce.94 In June, three hundred 
men worked to clear the beaches of defensive obstacles and bunkers before the opening 
of bathing season.95 By the beginning of November, much had been done to recover 
from the plunder of the city. The Association of War-Damaged Merchants (Vereinigung 
geschädigter Kaufl eute) had been formed to cooperate with the police in registering 
and returning plundered goods to their rightful owners. Its work was now done and it 
would be disbanded.

When the city fell to the Germans on 3 September 1917, the German army assumed 
responsibility for feeding the hungry city. Wilhelm  II gave Riga a donation of one hun-
dred thousand Reichsmark for use in charitable causes. This was soon supplemented by 
a similar gift of fi fty thousand RM from Prince Leopold .96 But charity alone was not 
enough. The fi rst German measures were to combat the threat of infl ation by quickly 
setting fi xed prices on all manner of goods (including not only food, but even such 
items as droshky taxis and haircuts),97 and to begin to reverse the injustices of the pre-
ceding period by setting up an association to organize the return of plunder and register 
all debts to Germany.98 Overcoming the supply problem proved more diffi  cult. In Octo-
ber the authorities introduced new ration cards. The bread distributed was made of rye 
fl our, potatoes, and sawdust, and was not always edible. There was a potato shortage 
as well. The city environs had been completely plundered, stripped bare for export to 
Germany and consumption by the German armed forces, and little was left but rotten 

91 Korrespondenz B, 31 July 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
92 Auszüge aus der baltischen Presse, 25 May 1918, citing Rigas Latviešu Avize, 27 April 1918 
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96 B , Okupācijas, p. 93; LVVA 2724/4/239, p. 1. This fi le also notes how the money was 

to be divided up, with forty thousand going to the churches, twenty-one thousand for an asso-
ciation set up to prevent begging, fi fteen thousand split between seventeen diff erent charities 
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97 LVVA 2724/4/30.
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food to fi ll orders from ration cards in the city. For cheese, sugar and meat, only surro-
gates were available.99

In October of 1918 a German offi  cer, Lieutenant Lamy , was put in charge of the 
supply offi  ce, which was divided into departments. Dr. L. Berkholz —who had already 
been in charge of organizing food supplies before the German occupation—was re-
sponsible for rationing and the distribution of food in the city. The supply offi  ce grew 
signifi cantly during the period of German occupation. It came to monopolize the import 
and export of goods and set up wartime kitchens, which eventually came to assume a 
vital role in the supply of the city even after the end of the German occupation.100

November of 1917 witnessed the fi rst, and perhaps only, food riots of the war pe-
riod. In the late morning, about a hundred people marched in protest at high bread 
prices and worthless Ost-money from Lagerstrasse to the Hagensberg market. Women 
attacked a member of the police (Bürgerpolizei) before the gathering was broken up 
by military police. Several of the women managed to cross the river to the fi sh market 
and display a banner reading “Bread and Peace.” They intended to march to the castle, 
the governor and the city commander (Stadthauptmann). Eight were arrested, of whom 
four were released and the rest imprisoned for one week. The police reported that the 
banner had been made before the German occupation and the march was not politically 
motivated.101 The city promised more food kitchens and more food, and expected the 
situation to calm down. Soon there were rumors of impending food shortages, however, 
and the newspapers were ordered to reassure readers of guaranteed minimum levels of 
supply for meat, potatoes and bread. In December, however, there was widespread fear 
of more rioting.102

In November of 1917 the war kitchens began to feed soup to the poorest—those 
who could document their poverty. Later, when hunger reached the bourgeoisie, feed-
ing centers off ering low-priced meals several times a day were set up.103 These food 
kitchens and feeding houses (Speisehäuser) fed up to one hundred thousand people in 
two categories, military and civilian.104 By May of 1918, twelve thousand schoolchil-
dren were being fed fl our soup daily at school.105 The city was also giving out awards 
for private gardens to encourage initiative and private production.106 Nonetheless, there 
were reports of pending famine in the entire Baltic region as farmers produced only 

99 B , Okupācijas, p. 93.
100 HI ARA Box 335-15. 
101 LVVA 2724/4/289, p. 22. The banner was in Latvian, but the source gives it in German, “Brot 

und Frieden.” The original wording was presumably “Lai maize un miers.”
102 Ibidem, pp. 22 and 25-26.
103 B , Okupācijas, p. 94.
104 A , cites a Soviet source for this reference, p. 76. Baltisch-litauische Mitteilungen, 

29 May 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918, cites thirty-two kitchens feeding eighty thousand 
guests daily, six thousand guests in “Bürgerpfl ege” of three meals per day, and three feeding 
kitchens (Speisehäuser) off ering three meals per day with more to come and an estimated 
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enough to feed themselves.107 In July, the bread ration was reduced to fi ve hundred 
grams per day and several times supplies fell short and four hundred grams of zwieback 
had to be substituted.108 

The people of Riga began to look more and more ragged. Shoes with wooden soles 
or made of old rags began to appear. Begging, though still illegal, became common.109 
The population of the city continued to fall as birthrates fell and death rates increased. 
Prices for wood and petrol skyrocketed during the winter. The city administration be-
gan to have abandoned buildings demolished for use as fi rewood.110 In 1918, it hired 
columns of four to fi ve hundred men to collect wood from the former trenches outside 
the city and bring it in for burning.111 As the situation worsened, there were reports of 
people collapsing on the street and of suicides due to the lack of food.112

While the German occupation of Riga brought advantages to some, particularly 
some local Germans, and the new administration did a better job than the previous 
one in matters of sanitation, wartime supply diffi  culties continued to plague the city 
at large. Even the German victories in the east did not bring substantial relief to Riga. 
The precarious supply situation would soon be the starting point for the terrible winter 
conditions under communist rule which was soon to follow.

Population Control and the German Military Garrison

During the period of German occupation of Riga, the authorities made some eff ort to 
untangle the situation by forcing refugees to leave the city and return to their previous 
places of residence—despite the offi  cial policy of keeping some institutions such as 
schools in their new locations and keep them away from Riga. The chronic food short-
age in the city had become worse. If the refugees could be returned to their original 
homes, they would, in theory, be more able to feed themselves or at least no longer be 
a burden on the over-stretched supply system in Riga.

An order to return all refugees to Courland and Lithuania was given on 14 Sep-
tember 1917, less than two weeks after the fall of the city. People were to register by 
home area between the sixteenth and the twenty-eighth. They were then to show up at 
appointed places (several of which were located around the city) with two days provi-
sions for travel.113 Most returned, however, by crowding the road to Mitau as they had 
in the other direction two years before, subject along the way to police controls typical 
for a war zone and especially subject to the offi  cial policy of controlling access to and 
from Riga.114

107 Materialien zur baltischen Frage, 18 May 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/96.
108 LVVA 6431/1/2, p. 175.
109 B , Okupācijas, p. 94.
110 Ibidem.
111 Baltisch-litauische Mitteilungen, 29 May, 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
112 B , Okupācijas, pp. 93-94. For more information on food and fuel shortages see LVVA 

6431/1/2.
113 LVVA 2714/2/1612, p. 3.
114 Korrespondenz B, 19 September 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917.
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Although twenty to twenty-fi ve thousand people left Riga during September, return-
ing to Courland and Zemgale115 to the south and west, this was not enough and the Ger-
mans were having diffi  culty getting people to leave. Refugee petitions to the authorities 
for permission to stay in Riga paint a vivid picture of the varied situations that the 
refugees faced. Those who could demonstrate gainful employment in Riga were often 
allowed to stay in the city. A man petitioned to keep his sister and her son with him to 
run his shop. That request was granted.116 So was the petition of one Anna Putschinsky , 
a refugee from Bauska in Courland. She had been a seamstress there, but had lost her 
sewing machine during the fl ight. She was weak and almost deaf, but had found a job 
as a saleswoman in the Kaiserwald section of Riga.117 A widow who fl ed Courland to 
Riga and now worked in his shop was also allowed to stay, as she had nothing in her old 
home and a job in Riga.118 About half of the requests were denied, however, especially 
if they still had property in the areas they had fl ed.

In November 1917 the governor complained to the Stadthauptmann that he should 
subject all landlords to punishment if they further allowed refugees to live with them 
without the explicit permission of the authorities. The governor himself ordered the 
mandatory registration of all refugees by their landlords by 25 November and threat-
ened a fi ne of three thousand Reichsmark or three months imprisonment for failure to 
comply. Nationality was not a criterion during these eff orts.119 Appeals made by the 
Latvian Refugee Aid Committee were having little eff ect. Refugees from Livonia who 
had been taken to Riga by the Germans were not at all willing to return home, nearer 
the front, and were being taken forcibly from their apartments by armed guard.120 Part 
of the trouble was probably caused by the policies of the German administration itself, 
in that those entering new areas from Riga were checked with regard to their “political 
reliability” and many sent to camps.121 This discouraged compliance with the orders 
to return home. The diffi  culties were due at least in part to the scarcity of resources 
in other areas, however. Even as Riga was starving, other areas were not doing much 
better.122 

There were also people returning to Riga from elsewhere at this time. The fl uid situ-
ation in the east opened the city up to returnees from Russia proper, for example. There 
was a Baltic Committee (Baltisches Komitee) in Moscow, under the chairmanship of 
the representative of the German consulate general, Dr. Oskar Schiemann , which main-
tained an offi  ce in Riga and was issuing documents to those seeking permission to 
return or stay. German Balts could present those documents to the German authorities 

115 A , p. 45. This is an estimate by the German administration.
116 LVVA 2724/4/87 Municipal Administration - Refugees, p. 9.
117 Ibidem, p. 101.
118 Ibidem, p. 111. There are further examples on pages 104 and 108.
119 Ibidem, p. 70.
120 Ibidem, p. 68.
121 A , p. 45.
122 See, for example, LVVA 2724/4/87 Municipal Administration - Refugees, p. 73, which is a 

request from Courland to keep the people in Riga. It did not matter, according to the letter, 
whether the people lived off  army rations in Courland or in Riga.
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as proof that they were originally from Riga.123 The Germans approved of the work of 
the Baltic Committee, despite the infl ux of people into Riga, because many of those 
being brought back were wealthy industrialists, property owners, and businessmen who 
had left in 1915. Their diligence and fi nancial resources were sought for the proposed 
benefi t of the city.124 In October of 1918 the classifi ed ads of the newspapers were fi lled 
with announcements by doctors, professionals and businessmen of all kinds that they 
were now back from Russia.125 In a process that could be considered both active and 
passive, the city was Germanizing and being Germanized.

The population problem was never completely solved. In the summer of 1918, the 
German authorities were still struggling to register refugees, put allegedly politically 
unreliable ones into specifi c camps (which had been in existence since 1917), and send 
people back home under military escort.126 People were sneaking over borders and past 
control points, despite repeated threats of harsh punishments.127

Any hope among the residents of the city that the liberation from the Russians would 
mean an end to the onerous presence of a large military force was disappointed. The 
nearness of the front for the fi rst several months of the occupation, the ongoing war, 
and the importance of Riga as a command center, port, supply choke point and admin-
istrative center, meant that a large German garrison remained in the city. The problems 
were not unlike the problems caused by Russian troops before, although the reports of 
sanitary problems were less dramatic. 

Like the Russians before them, German military units occupied public buildings all 
over the city, sometimes without permission. There were complaints, for example, from 
schools being occupied by German troops and even classrooms being used as stalls 
for horses.128 Ober Ost had given blanket permission to the army to use factories, club 
houses and other building for offi  ces, hospitals and other purposes. The military took 
at least some precautions against monopolizing all the city’s services, however. Some 
hotels were required to reserve some space for local, non-military use.129

There were some reports of military disorder and property damage. Reports in-
cluded the use of doors, shelves, fences, etc. for heating material, the theft of lighting 
fi xtures, as well as excessive amounts of horse manure in barracks and stalls. A man 
in uniform was reportedly defrauding people of money by purporting to register them 

123 Ibidem, pp. 118 ff ., especially pp. 125 and 145. Primarily, the Moscow offi  ce was issuing 
documents that would allow the Balts permission to leave Russia and take property with 
them.

124 See ibidem, p. 142, a letter from the Stadthauptmann to the military administration from 
October 1918
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for rations. Some soldiers were failing to salute or patrolling in loose formations.130 
Prostitution remained an issue under the Germans as well. The occupation was only a 
few weeks old when the Stadthauptmann complained of too many brothels near “good 
areas.”131

Nonetheless, for reasons that will become clear, rumors that the German army was 
to leave Riga were causing alarm even before November 1918. A month before the 
German surrender, the German leadership assured the public that the German army 
would not leave unless and until a force capable of maintaining order could step in.132 
Creating just such a force would turn out to be the major issue facing the city in the 
months to come.

German Collapse and Latvian Maneuvering

German power advanced deep into Russia in the winter of 1917-1918, leaving Riga, 
and soon all of ethnically Latvian territory, far behind German lines. As Russian re-
sistance collapsed and the new Soviet government eventually signed the humiliating 
agreement at Brest-Litovsk, the Baltic region was left fi rmly under German control. 
Germany was able to send enough troops from the eastern front to the west to launch 
a fi nal bid at victory in the so-called “Kaiser-Off ensive” (Kaiserschlacht) beginning in 
March 1918. Despite repeated blows resulting in operational successes, the German 
armies failed to gain a decisive advantage. By mid-summer, the Entente, now including 
a large and growing U.S.-American expeditionary force, was pushing the Germans 
inexorably back. By late summer, the German armies were in full, if orderly, retreat in 
the west even as their armies continued to occupy vast territories in the former Russian 
Empire.

However, an administrative reform implemented in August of 1918 signaled the 
beginning of the end of German control of the Baltic region as well. A new military 
administration was put in place with responsibility for all non-military matters for the 
whole Baltic area, not just Gouvernement Riga. This body remained in nominal control 
of the city until 15 December 1918, over a month after the armistice was signed in the 
west. This new bureaucracy—with new departments for internal aff airs, trade, produc-
tion, fi nances, justice, culture, agriculture, forestry, war damage etc.133—was almost 
certainly intended to secure the future of German infl uence in the area, even if German 
troops should be withdrawn.

Another measure taken at this time is worth mentioning, as it is another indica-
tion of German—whether Reich or Baltic German—intent to establish a sense of per-
manence in the midst of an unpredictable and unstable situation. After the treaty of 
Brest Litovsk, in April of 1918, the Riga Polytechnikum had closed in Moscow and had 

130 These examples are all from the fi le LVVA 6431/1/2, pp. 25-66.
131 LVVA 2724/4/27, 20 October 1917, p. 1.
132 LVVA 6431/1/2, p. 271.
133 A , pp. 43-44; Korrespondenz B, 14-28 August 1918 and 16 October 1918 in: 

 BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918; B , Okupācijas, p. 100; Bērziņš claims that nothing of sub-
stance changed at all as a result of this administrative reform.
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 begun the arduous process of returning its inventory, students and personnel to Riga. It 
was to re-open in Riga in October as the Baltische Technische Hochschule. Any citizen 
of the German Reich or German citizen of Russia was eligible to enroll.134 In retrospect, 
the re-opening ceremony for the Polytechnikum was to be the last public, symbolic 
assertion of German infl uence and permanence before the Soviet invasion. While an 
impending communist takeover did not necessarily seem inevitable, by the fall of 1918, 
Germany’s weaknesses were impossible to overlook. Those present at the opening must 
well have recognized that the new institution was unlikely to remain for long in the 
form they gave it. The mood of the day was reportedly markedly diff erent from that of 
just a month and half before at the marking of the one year anniversary of the liberation 
of Riga. The mood was soured by an uncertainty over the rapidly changing political 
landscape in Europe. The potential for rapid change in their own local landscape would 
have hardly escaped them. This fi nal ceremony of the new era that had been called to 
life in September 1917 began with a church service, including a sermon on the spiri-
tual infl uences at the old Polytechnikum, and continued in the school auditorium with 
orchestral music and speeches by dignitaries. Their “hurrahs” in honor of General von 
Kathen  and the German emperor,  their singing of “Heil Dir im Siegerkranz” and the 
appeals to the power of German labor (deutsche Arbeitskraft), courage, faith and the 
“enduring power of German culture” which was thought to be “internally unchanging 
and undefeatable” (“innerlich unwandelbar und unbesiegbar”) might read today like 
attempts to outshine the pending gloom and change fate by the sheer force of rhetoric or 
to conjure up a formulation of how things might somehow, in essence, be made to stay 
the same, even as the world came crashing down around them.135

As the impending surrender of German arms to the Entente became more and more 
obvious, the city became the center of a complex game for control of the Baltic region 
in which local and international factors interacted. The creation of the Baltische Tech-
nische Hochschule can also be seen as part of a wider trend with regard to German 
Reich policy toward the Baltic, to establish a reality on the ground that might survive 
any ensuing political changes. With regard to Riga, the new, more liberal government 
in Germany under Prince Max von Baden  was planning to establish a broadly represen-
tative body in the Baltic provinces. At the beginning of November 1918, the military 
administration was formally replaced with a civilian administration,136 a move that had 
been in preparation for several weeks—perhaps a way to avoid the German presence 
in the Baltic from being considered an occupying force for purposes of the anticipated 
peace negotiations. August Winnig, a “right-socialist” and union functionary sent by 

134 Korrespondenz B, 22 May 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
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the German government as a plenipotentiary to the Baltic, arrived near the end of Oc-
tober.137 His goal was to negotiate an arrangement for the future of the region which 
suited Germany and the local leadership. Then, from 5 to 8 November, the Vereinigter 
Landesrat, the central representative body of the German Baltic nobility (from the ar-
eas that would soon become the new nation states of Estonia and Latvia) met in Riga 
and resolved to create a Baltic state under a German prince—a project that had local 
support almost exclusively among the German Baltic nobility. The idea was given up 
a few weeks later, however, when Germany formally recognized Latvian statehood. 
On 11 November, Germany surrendered. One week later, on 18 November, a coalition 
of Latvian politicians met in Riga and declared independence, an event which will be 
covered later in the chapter on Latvian war experience. Within the space of one month, 
the political situation had become a complicated mess, with competing political and 
military projects developing simultaneously.

The Allied demand that Germany withdraw its forces from occupied areas presented 
yet another problem. There was now an urgent need to defend the territory currently 
protected by German troops, including the city of Riga, from impending Soviet Russian 
invasion. Immediately following the German surrender to the Entente, Soviet Russia 
had abrogated the Treaty of Brest-Litovsk and sent its armies westward into Latvia, 
hoping to regain traditional Russian territory and spread the communist revolution into 
central Europe. The German army was demoralized by the loss of the world war and 
the revolutionary agitation from Germany, and immediately began to withdraw. The 
German authorities and most Latvian elites were in agreement that the city must not be 
allowed to fall to the Red Army. The best means to do so was seen to be the creation 
of the Baltische Landeswehr (Baltic Militia), an armed force made up of local men, 
Germans and Latvians. This fi ghting force originated in Riga.

As early as July of 1918, months before Germany surrendered, there had been talk 
of forming a defense force made up of local men. The German Eighth Army command 
said it would approve only if representatives of all nationalities were willing, but the 
Latvians held out, arguing that the memory of the abuses of 1905 made it impossible 
to support the idea. In October, as the collapse of the German army in the west was 
looming, talks were resumed, but there was disagreement about the nationality of the 
leadership of the proposed force, the Germans wanting it to refl ect the proportion of 
volunteers and the Latvians wanting the leadership to be based on the proportions in the 
general population—a tacit admission that German men would be far more likely than 
Latvians to join the new force in signifi cant numbers. The Germans and the Russians 
went ahead with plans to form a force of several companies to protect Riga, leaving the 
Latvians out.138 On 11 November, at the very moment Germany was surrendering to the 
Entente powers in the west, the Eighth Army approved a plan, drawn up by the Livo-
nian Landrat Max von Sivers-Römershof , to create a defense force for all three Baltic 
provinces, each nationality creating its own military units. This would presumably have 
become the national army of the multi-ethnic Baltic state that the nobility had called 

137 Ibidem, pp. 306-307.
138 N , pp. 10-11; A , p. 344 refers to the Latvian objections as a “boycott” of 
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into being. Developments in Estonia prevented the creation of that united force, but the 
Baltische Landeswehr did become a reality.139 

Recruitment to the Baltische Landeswehr began immediately.140 The German army 
discharged its soldiers of Baltic origin to allow them to join the Landeswehr, and 
throughout the Baltic provinces, but particularly in Riga itself, the German press called 
for recruits and numerous volunteers went door to door to encourage young Baltic men 
to sign up. By 16 November, 2,600 able-bodied men from eighteen to sixty years of age 
had enlisted. The recruitment drive continued for several months, both in the Baltic and 
among Baltic Germans in the Reich.141

 The Latvians were, as expected, far less successful in forming their own units, the 
population being apathetic and politically divided. The threat posed by the approaching 
Red Army looked very diff erent to them. The spearhead of the Soviet invasion was 
the Sixth Latvian Rifl e Division—for many, a force coming to liberate Latvia from an 
odious German occupation.142 Many had relatives in the Red Army. Furthermore, there 
were proportionally fewer Latvian men available for recruitment due to the response to 
join the tsar’s army in the years before the German occupation. By the end of Decem-
ber, they had found only six hundred volunteers, many of whom were politically unre-
liable and would mutiny at the height of the fi ghting. They ended up disbanding most 
of their force as Riga fell. However, their companies of offi  cers and students remained 
eff ective and intact.143

The collapse of the German army in the west not only threatened to lead to the with-
drawal of German armed forces from the Baltic, creating a power vacuum which could 
be easily fi lled by the approaching Red Army. It also delegitimized the German army in 
the eyes of its own soldiers and discipline eroded. Many of the soldiers serving in the 
Baltic at this point in the war were older men, many of them from the Alsace-Lorraine 
region, part of Germany only since the victory over France in 1871. They felt little fur-
ther motivation to defend German state interests at the other end of Europe.144 Although 
demonstrations were prohibited, censorship was abolished, which opened the army up 

139 N , pp. 10-11.
140 B , Okupācijas, p. 100. Bērziņš mentions not only the active support of the Landes-
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142 N , pp. 11-12; A , p. 344. Andersons complains that the Latvians “didn’t 
believe in themselves”—a sentiment refl ected in contemporary Latvian accounts, such as 
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to further possible revolutionary infl uence.145 Offi  cers managed to keep some order in 
Riga itself, but the news from the army in the nearby countryside was of chaotic con-
ditions and fraternizing.146

Almost immediately after the outbreak of revolution in Germany, a German sol-
diers’ Soviet was organized in Riga. It was made up, according to one source, mostly 
of more conservative social democrats, “Scheidemann”-men , in reference to the Ger-
man politician who had proclaimed the German republic on 9 November 1918. It soon 
reached agreement with the German high command and cooperated with the German 
administration in their eff orts to prevent “Bolshevik disorder.”147 They were only par-
tially successful in maintaining order in the German ranks, however.148 The Riga Sol-
diers’ Soviet’s highest priority was not the defense of Riga from the Bolsheviks, but 
returning home to Germany in an orderly fashion.149

The Latvian provisional government did cooperate with August Winnig , the Ger-
man plenipotentiary for the Baltic, in a call for volunteers for the so-called “Iron Bri-
gade,” later renamed the “Iron Division.” This was a new military unit to be made up 
of German soldiers who were to be more disciplined and receive more pay for agreed 
lengths of service (one to three months) and serve as a kind of rearguard for the German 
withdrawal and guard important locations in and around Riga. Membership was open 
to entire units or to individuals who had been born between 1896 and 1899. The units 
were to form in Riga, carry out their service, and then be released. They were not to 
continue in the Baltic after the withdrawal of the German army, but in a provision that 
was to prove very controversial later, Iron Brigade members would be eligible to join 
the Landeswehr after their release from German service—and they believed service 
in the Landeswehr would entitle them to Latvian citizenship and an allotment of land 
in Latvia.150 For Winnig and Germany, the agreements reached on the creation of the 
Landeswehr and the Iron Brigade helped keep German interests represented in Lat-
via and keep armed resistance to the communists in the fi eld. Baltic German interests 
would not be served by the continued presence of an undisciplined German armed force 
under the infl uence of revolutionary ideology, nor would they be served by the com-
plete withdrawal of the German army. The Iron Brigade represented a way to get most 

145 A , p. 182.
146 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 210.
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port the economic demands of the working class, the implication being that they would be 
unable to quell revolutionary agitation or disturbances within the army, as they were not in 
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without naming them or discussing their interests. See also A , p. 182 and BA-MA 
PH 5 II/78, p. 1.
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for Latvian citizenship, German Freikorps units from as far away as the Black Forest would 
be fi ghting in the Baltic within a few months.
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of the Germans out while keeping a pool of disciplined, armed and trained German 
manpower available for possible use alongside the Landeswehr.

By December 1918, the withdrawal of the German army was well under way. The 
fi rst to leave had been the Alsatian and Rhineland troops. Progress was slow due to 
the blockade which prevented the use of the Gulf of Riga. Some individual soldiers 
were breaking ranks and trying to make their way home alone, despite threats that their 
names would be published, dishonoring them and preventing them from getting good 
jobs in Germany.151 The Iron Brigade was performing well, making a disciplined im-
pression on the streets of the city.152

Finding a compromise between the nationalities on military matters was only part 
of the problem. The political question was still unresolved. Despite a wide range of 
common interests in rebuilding the country after the devastation of the world war, the 
collapse of order, and the threat of Bolshevism, compromise proved very diffi  cult in 
the face of mutual distrust.153 The Latvian People’s Council and the German National 
Committee (Nationalausschuß) met for three days from 22 to 24 November to nego-
tiate.154 The Germans refused to recognize the Latvian declaration of independence 
of 18 November because of the total lack of minority participation. The Latvians, for 
their part, rejected the German proposal to have fi fteen representatives of the National 
Committee in the People’s Council and proposed that the Germans be given eight (with 
a total of twenty seats for all minorities combined). According to Dribins, the Latvians 
perceived the German proposals as a threat to the character of the Council, because 
only forty or so of the one hundred delegates were available in Riga anyway.155 A large 
German faction would have been acutely felt under those conditions, especially con-
sidering the presence of the powerful ethnic German military force, the Landeswehr. 
Political negotiations failed, interrupted by the communist invasion and the general 
fl ight from the city.

In mid-December 1918, one month after the Latvian declaration of independence 
in Riga, the communists operating in eastern Latvia proclaimed a Soviet Latvian state. 
The situation threatened to become a civil war between Latvians with communist and 
liberal visions of their country’s future, something many sought to avoid for obvious 
reasons. On 7 December Kārlis Ulmanis , later to become the country’s fi rst prime min-
ister, and Winnig fi nally agreed, despite the continued overall political disagreement 
between their national groups, to include eighteen Latvian companies in the Landes-
wehr.156 On the nineteenth, offi  cers and non-commissioned offi  cers in and around 

151 BA-MA PH 5 II/78, pp. 9-12.
152 Russkoe Slovo, 15 December 1918.
153 H , Letten und Deutsche, pp. 249-50.
154 These and other national bodies involved will be discussed in greater detail later in the nar-

rative.
155 D , p. 282. Dribins argues that a compromise would have played into the hands of the 

Bolsheviks, presumably because they could then label the new body as German and baron 
dominated. 

156 B , Okupācijas, p. 102.
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Riga were mobilized.157 Volunteers were called on to serve in Land Defense Compa-
nies (Zemessargu rotas). According to Valdis Bērziņš , many impoverished young men 
joined because of the diffi  cult living conditions, hoping to get weapons and begin a 
 revolutionary struggle at the decisive moment.158 Subsequent events make this por-
trayal of events plausible. A mutiny did in fact occur within Latvian ranks at the mo-
ment the Red Army was poised to capture Riga several weeks later. There was a mutiny 
in the Latvian barracks and the British Navy had to help put down the insurrection. Ten 
mutinous Latvian soldiers were sentenced to death and shot on 30 December 1918.159 
According to one source,160 there were plans to mobilize all men aged between twenty 
and thirty beginning in early January. For reasons that will become clear, those plans 
did not come to fruition.

The dissolution of Latvian army units and the proximity of the Red Army ultimately 
led the Latvian provisional government to accept a last ditch compromise with Winnig 
on the status of German soldiers and the Landeswehr. Even though, according to Ger-
man sources, the Latvian press continued to attack the German presence in Riga, on 29 
December, Ulmanis  agreed that Reich German soldiers could join the Landeswehr and 
any who did so would be granted Latvian citizenship, a provision which implied the 
possibility of thousands of Reich Germans settling in Latvia after the war.161

Despite the hectic eff orts to create a new army from scratch and organize a defense 
of the city, some things in Riga were still—or had again become—in some sense nor-
mal in December of 1918. For example, organ concerts took place, the Latvian opera 
was performing regularly, and rehearsals were starting at the municipal opera house. A 
Russian theater of miniatures was planning to open in January.162 There were parades 
and even soccer games and balls in the Schützengarten on 26 and 31 December. Riga 
celebrated the new year with traditional cannon salutes in which the British Royal Navy 
participated.163 There was some confi dence in the situation because of news that the 
Allied fl eet would help stop the Red Army.164 Some of the fear of chaos and political 
vacuum was probably also mitigated by the arrival of 2,400 German soldiers on their 
way home from Estonia at the end of the month and the formation of local cooperatives 
in various neighborhoods to protect against crime.165

Nonetheless, there was also a perceptible mood of unease and even panic in the 
city, especially among the German population.166 There was a large demonstration and 

157 Ibidem. This is perhaps the creation of the offi  cers unit that Anna Brigadere refers to, see 
B , p. 166.

158 B , Okupācijas, p. 102.
159 Russkoe Slovo, 1 January 1919; M , Vooruzhennoe vosstoianie v Rige, p. 89.
160 B , Okupācijas, p. 103.
161 G , pp. 252-255.
162 Russkoe Slovo, 15 December 1918.
163 Russkoe Slovo, 1 January 1919.
164 See for example Russkoe Slovo, 15, 22 and 29 December 1918.
165 Russkoe Slovo, 15 December and 29 December 1918.
166 Since this episode was so important for Riga’s Germans, their memory of this time will be 

presented in the chapter on German war experience. See Part II, Chapter 1, “The Time of 
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strike on 21 December and the Latvian army mutiny contributed to a further dip in 
confi dence. The government left the city on the twenty-eighth and many organizations 
were also heading out, in addition to droves of individuals who did not want to be there 
for any Bolshevik occupation.167

With the city government and police forces gone or disbanded, the British fl eet 
having abandoned the city and sailed off  the for the open waters of the Baltic Sea, and 
only remnants of the German army and a few Latvian units of widely variable training 
and motivation left in the city to maintain order, unrest broke out on 2 January. A  So viet 
account notes armed bands roaming the streets of the city and clashing with “white 
guards”—presumably the Baltic Landeswehr, Latvian army units, and remnants of the 
Iron Brigade—throughout the day. The evening was quiet, however.168

During the night of 2 to 3 January 1919, the night when numerous German accounts 
focus on the fearful hours of waiting and the crowded evacuation aboard the last ship 
leaving from Riga harbor, one of these armed groups, on orders of the central Riga War 
Revolutionary Committee, seized the main railway station and captured the armored 
train there after a fi refi ght. Later, a similar group was sent to the grain elevator, located 
near the harbor, to secure the grain. There, another fi refi ght broke out and sixteen in-
surrectionists were killed. Other important sites such as the telegraph station, the police 
precincts, and the port were all seized during the morning of the third.169

On 3 January, there was fi ghting at the railway station, the Second City Theater, 
the arsenal, and on the western bank of the river, but there was little damage to the 
city itself. Even in the early evening, with the eastern bank of the river, including the 
city center, fi rmly in Red Army hands, there was still fi ring from the Iron Brigade near 
the iron bridge, but they were soon chased away by the arrival of the Second Latvian 
Rifl e Brigade.170 This is another example of how unclear the situation was and how 
diffi  cult it is to picture what really happened. According to “bourgeois” memoirs of 
these events, Red Army soldiers were seen by midday all over the city by civilians who 
were coming out of their houses to look. And yet fi ghting was still going on. There was 
little physical damage done to the city, but during the fi ghting, the First City Theater 
was burned—later sources laying the blame on ideological opponents for setting the 
building afi re during the fi ghting.171

The diff ering accounts of who set fi re to the theater during the fi ghting of 3 January 
1919 refl ect the diff ering and, to some extent mutually exclusive, perspectives on the 

Dread.”
167 Russkoe Slovo, 1 January 1919. The newspaper notes that real estate prices were still high 

and getting higher. Vivid descriptions of the panic that gripped the upper classes during the 
fi nal days before the arrival of the Red Army are in the opening section of P  , pp. 20-
32 and in B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, pp. 215-219, and the opening entries 
(late December) for Korff . The military situation is covered in detail in Grimm, pp. 219-277.

168 M , pp. 101-104. This is the most detailed account of the the period with an almost hour 
by hour narrative. The author was a participant in the insurrection.

169 Ibidem, pp. 97-109. 
170 B , Okupācijas, p. 104.
171 Ibidem. P , chapter 3, reports vividly the impression made by the arrival of Red Army 

soldiers all over the city.
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war and the city that had taken hold by the time the Red Army arrived to usher in the 
fourth or fi fth regime change since 1914.172 Detlef Henning has argued that, “[a]round 
1918, the most important boundary between political forces, between parties and coun-
cils of various kinds was already the ethnic boundary.”173 Ethnicity had long played a 
key role in city politics, but the stakes were now much higher and the pressure much 
greater. Even with the Red Army bearing down on them, the eff orts to create a common 
army showing only limited success, and despite increasing ideological pressure from 
the Entente powers to make concessions to national minorities throughout Europe, 
compromise between German and Latvian politicians proved diffi  cult. The Latvians 
had only given in at the last minute—and it was too late to prevent the fall of Riga.

The following fi ve months in Riga were marked not by political scheming, negotia-
tion and compromise, but, particularly for the city’s Germans as they experienced and 
remember it, a struggle for physical survival in the face of a direct threat not simply to 
their culture and privileges, but their v ery existence.

172 B , Okupācijas, p. 104 has the communists blaming the fi re on the Germans. S , 
p. 19, blames Latvian workers for torching the theater. 

173 H , Letten und Deutsche, p. 249.
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4   Red Riga

Latvian Bolshevik May Day

The May Day celebrations in 1919 were held after the peak period of Bolshevik power 
in Riga. Unlike the fi rst mass celebration under that had taken place under red rule—the 
burial of those who fell during the capture of the city in January—the regime was now 
well established in the city and the weather was perfect for such an event. However, the 
front was on its way back toward Riga. Mitau had already fallen, and there was some 
sense of urgency about the situation. Fighting at the front could be heard from the city, 
the Bolsheviks had called women to arms to help maintain control, and the policies 
of plunder, imprisonment, resettlement, and executions were being stepped up to deal 
with the ever deteriorating supply problem. 

The organization and presentation of the celebration was in typical Bolshevik style: 
fully orchestrated with little left to chance, the threat of violence in the case of non- 
participation or disturbance—including a threat that “bourgeois” hostages would be 
shot if German aircraft should harass the proceedings—and permeated with military 
and revolutionary rhetoric and symbolism.1

The streets, many of which had been renamed after communist heroes or motifs 
such as Rosa Luxemburg , Karl Liebknecht , Bebel , Swerdlow , Soviet or International, 
were decked out with garlands, revolutionary red fl ags, and banners. Wöhrmann Park 
was renamed “Park of the First of May.”2 Again the focus of the festivities was not the 
city center, but the Esplanade, now called Communard Square.3 It featured more red 
banners, a plywood “Temple of Reason” and twenty or more large obelisks near the 
graves of the fallen Communards from the January fi ghting. A huge canvas portrait of 
Lenin  hung from a nearby rooftop. The area was decorated with large posters of com-
munist leaders, which the Rote Fahne described as being unfortunately “dead-looking, 
modern expressionist” renderings, and a new monument depicting a gear, a hammer, 
and an anvil, intended as symbols of the working people. A banner which was hung at 
the podium, where the communist leaders were to speak, referred to the nearby graves 
of the fallen red heroes: “You will live forever in the memories of the revolutionary 
proletariat! Glory to the fi rst fi ghters!”4 A large plaster-of-Paris bust of Karl Marx  sur-
rounded by wreaths stood atop the foundation where the statue of the German soldier 
had been erected under the Germans, in front of the district courthouse across the street. 

1 For a description of the events, see V /G /M , pp. 61-64; Rote Fahne, 
3 May 1919; see also the memoirs of K , primarily the entry for 1 May 1919.

2 Under the later Soviet regime, after the Second World War, the park would be renamed 
“Kirov Park.”

3 Komunara Laukums in Latvian sources, Kommunistenplatz in German sources. For a list of 
some of the renamed streets, see Rote Fahne, 1 May 1919 or Cīņa, 30 April 1919.

4 See Rote Fahne, 1 May 1919.
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There was other artwork marking other prominent points in the city near downtown as 
well.5

The various political organizations, including the national organizations of the 
Communist Party, the Jewish workers’ organization “Bund” and the Social Revolu-
tionaries, as well as military organizations gathered between and eight and ten o’clock 
in the morning at the Griesenberg Park, which had been the site of the mass demon-
strations during the Revolution of 1905. There were upwards of six thousand people 
present in the crowd at that point. At various locations in the city, groups of marchers 
were assigned diff erent starting positions depending on their factory or department 
of employment. From all the starting points, the crowds of participants then marched 
along assigned routes to the Griesenberg gathering. There, a rally was held, and then 
the column of thousands of demonstrators marched back into the city center to Com-
munard Square. Once there, they would fi le past the graves of the fallen Red Army men 
who died while freeing Riga from the enemy. The head of the column marching back 
into town included the leadership of the Latvian Communist Party, the Riga party com-
mittee, the Soviet Latvian government, and communist youth organizations. Behind 
them marched military units and people’s militia, and thousands of workers from the 
various commissariats, factories, cooperatives, and educational institutions.6

The communist German-language paper Rote Fahne described what it called an 
“authentic workers’ celebration” (“Ein rechtes Arbeiterfest”).7 It emphasized the pro-
letarian character of the event: the “bourgeoisie,” who had observed workers’ parades 
in years past with curiosity, were now gone. By this account, bankers and landowners 
were nowhere to be seen, choosing instead to stay home. However, it would appear that 
the communist celebration was by far the most inclusive of those that took place in that 
decade. Even if the published number of sixty thousand “demonstrators” (thirty-fi ve 
thousand workers, plus soldiers, educators, students, politicians etc.) is exaggerated, 
that number only refers to the number of active participants—onlookers not included. 
The other celebrations in 1910 and 1918, discussed above, had been conducted by a 
relatively small number of people—soldiers in the parades, the royalty and dignitaries 
at the various parties and events. The ratio of participants to onlookers was reversed in 
the case of the May Day celebrations of 1919.8

5 See Rote Fahne, 10 May 1919 for a favourable account of most of the artwork. See also 
M , p. 35 and K , entry for 26 April 1919.

6 V /G /M , pp. 61-64; Rote Fahne, 3 May 1919.
7 Rote Fahne, 4 May 1919, pp. 1-2.
8 A photograph of the main May Day parade in V /G /M , p. 48 shows 

a section of the marching column on what appears to be Dorpater Strasse. There are several 
hundred marchers, but the sidewalks are virtually empty. Angelika von Korff  gives another 
impression, however, in her account quoted here.
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But, unlike the Latvian funeral of 1915, which was perhaps similar in scale, partici-
pation as a so-called “demonstrator” was not always voluntary. If all these celebrations 
put a degree of emphasis on war imagery, and military symbolism and armed power, 
the Bolshevik parade went one step further, militarizing societal participation in the 
procession by direct threat of punishment for failure to march.9 Angelika von Korff  , a 
young German woman who kept a detailed diary during the entire Bolshevik period, 
has left a vivid account of how such an event appeared in the eyes of the “bourgeoisie.” 
After describing the outward appearance of the city under the cover of flags and gar-
lands and posters, and new street signs for the renamed streets, she describes how she, 
and the other employees of the city administrative office for which she worked, spent 
the day:

We gathered on the square in front of Riga castle and were called into military 
formation in rows of four. Leni and I managed to get into one row together with 
[two other acquaintances] and the endless wait began. Flags were brought. The 
choir organized, armed women walked around passing out papers which were to 
be returned at the end of the day to assure that nobody skipped out. We could here 
cannon fi re from the front behind the river and our heartbeats quickened at that 
wonderful sound. After about one and a half hours, the column began to move 
toward the Düna where we were to join up with the other administration groups. 
The fl ag went in front, followed by the singing choir and then us. To the right and 
left a watch marched to make sure none of us left the formation. At the river we 
waited again for a long time while the other groups joined us. From here we could 
hear the front even more clearly and we listened intently and exchanged knowing 
glances. [...] The banks of the river were black with crowds of waiting people, 
there were many fl ags and the wait seemed to last forever. We were already ex-
hausted when the column began to move to the sound of the International and the 
Latvian Marsaillaise up Alexander Strasse toward the Griesenberg. The column 
had to stop again and again before we arrived, after four or fi ve hours, at that 
sandbox. Our feet were in pain from the poor pavement, our limbs were tired and 
we began to get very hungry. At fi rst we weren’t allowed to sit down. Later they 
let us rest on the ground. We threw ourselves down and devoured our lunch. [...] 
After ten minutes the march began anew. We heard that the end of the column on 
the Düna and just started to move. [...] We marched back to the Esplanade with 
long stops along the way. All along the way there were a lot of onlookers. On the 
corners there were photographers and the singing drove me to despair. Whenever 
the column stopped, we rested on the stairs of nearby houses. A Latvian woman 
who was marching nearby was talking about me with her neighbor. She certainly 
wasn’t saying anything good. Half dead of exhaustion we dragged ourselves to 
the Esplanade where the real festivities were to start. There were to be speeches, 
songs etc. Stučka wasn’t there yet, so we waited. My feet were giving in, I could 
hardly stand. Fräulein Rool next to me had taken cover. She sat on the street like 
a Turk. I asked a militiaman to let me go home because of sickness. He strictly re-
fused. I kept standing, resigned to my fate. All around me there was an ex hausted, 
tired, dulled mass of people. There was no sign of anything like enthusiasm. 

9 References to the obligatory nature, under threat of punishment, include B , 
Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 273.
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There was only despair about this torture. Finally, fi nally Stučka appeared, got up 
to the podium, where about twenty red fl ags were waving, and held a long, enthu-
siastic speech about the glory of the fi rst of May and the revolution. Then Simon 
Berg and other Bolshevik leaders spoke and I found it interesting to personally 
see and hear the men who had spread so much suff ering wherever they went, and 
who had made everything that was good into a desert and a sea of tears. When it 
had been endured, they let us go and I staggered home, hardly able to climb the 
stairs, and humiliated at having experienced it all. I will keep this day in eternal 
memory, a day that was supposed to be a celebration for the many, but not even 
they were able to celebrate. Even they had realized the evil of this rule and I was 
glad that the speeches were not met with any enthusiasm [from the crowds]. Most 
people were quiet and subdued.10

 
Following the parade, there were ten concerts and rallies at diff erent points in the 

cities. At night, the city and river were illuminated and singing and celebrating con-
tinued into the early hours11 Berezhanskii  notes that there was general disappointment 
that there was a parade instead of a bread ration. No bread had been distributed in three 
weeks. The extra potatoes in the cabbage soup were not seen as much compensation.12

Other than the negative accounts by von Korff   and the Russian Berezhanskii , there 
is little information available which indicates possible resistance to or dislike of the 
regime in the context of the festivities, except for the ransacking of a typographic work-
shop where leafl ets were being printed the night before the event.13 The sources give the 
distinct impression that just about everybody who opposed the regime complied with 
the policy of participation, had fl ed the city, was jailed, or otherwise stayed away from 
the ceremonies to the extent possible. 

Although the May Day events have the distinction of being among the fi rst such 
mass celebrations in the city while under nominal Latvian control, the symbolic center 
was not nation as much as class. The Mysterium14 celebrated was not an ideal past 
event, when Latvians ruled or conquered, but an idealized future state of aff airs when 
social justice would reign. Although there were some anti-German undertones, the or-
ganizers made an eff ort to be inclusive and did not explicitly glorify or exclude any 
national group. The religions were not included in the protocol. On the contrary, the 
houses of worship were used for meetings, an act which some considered desecration.15 
In some ways, the ceremonies refl ected ideas that originated in the Enlightenment, but 
taken to extremes, with nationality symbolically leveled, religion under attack, and the 
traditional structures of society turned upside down. All the contradictions of this com-

10 K , pp. 106-109. The original German can be found at the end of this volume. See “A 
German baroness marches with the communists.” Meyer, p. 35 also mentions some of these 
things and gives a brief account of the whole episode.

11 Illumination also mentioned in ibidem , p. 274.
12 Ibidem, p. 273.
13 V /G /M , p. 62.
14 Again in the sense of H —N . See Part I, Chapter 1, “The Tsar Comes to Riga.”
15 According to Berezhanskii, only the Lutheran churches were singled out for this purpose—

perhaps a way of singling out the Germans for abuse.
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munist imposed Enlightenment were evident—democracy as dictatorship, inclusive-
ness as open class warfare, and rhetoric about a perfect future of fairness and plenty all 
contrasted with a present reality characterized by confl ict and famine. The revolution 
remained a work in progress that divided the population more sharply than any regime 
before. While many saw only the horrors, others saw reason to celebrate.16 

The Military and Political Situation

While Riga had still been in Russian hands during the February Revolution of 1917— 
the communists seized power in initially in Petrograd only, while Riga was still behind 
German lines. With the advance of German forces deeper into Russia in the winter of 
1917-1918, Riga and the surrounding territory was initially spared the violence and 
chaos of the Bolshevik takeover and the opening shots of the Russian Civil War. While 
the Latvian rifl e units were fi ghting for the communists in various theaters in 1918, 
Riga, and indeed the rest of Latvian territory, remained under German occupation. With 
the signing of the treaty of Brest-Litovsk between the Soviet Russian government and 
Germany in early 1918, it appeared as though the whole Baltic region would remain 
free of Soviet infl uence indefi nitely. Russia was weak, dealing with internal revolts and 
new enemies on several fronts, and Germany appeared triumphant. 

Germany’s defeat in the west changed everything, and the Soviets abrogated their 
peace treaty. In the fall of 1918, the Latvian rifl emen units, by now no longer ethnically 
homogeneous, were scraped together from the various other fronts of the civil war and 
combined to make up the “Army of Soviet Latvia.”17 These units then invaded Latvia 
from the east and quickly reached Riga. The Red Army established control there in 
early January against very little resistance. As the Red Army advanced beyond Riga, 
communist control followed until, within a few weeks, almost all of Latvian territory 
was red, with Riga as the formal capital of the new communist state. The precise sta-
tus of this new state—independent, autonomous, or part of Soviet Russia—was never 
entirely clarifi ed. 

The ensuing four and a half month period of Soviet rule in Riga until May 1919 
appears a relatively minor, peripheral event in the wider context of the Russian Civil 

16 The impression given here—by quoting extensively from a member of the German elite—is 
that the events found little resonance among the population. Soviet-era sources such as V -

/G /M  give a diff erent impression. Further research into the popularity 
of the regime is necessary, however. There are indications that Bolshevism had broad support 
among much of the Latvian population. There was a clientele for the May Day celebrations; 
but its contours are harder to discern than for the other events. See, for example B , 
Kreisā radikālizma and Pateiktais, passim. K ’s discussion of rhetoric in the Rus-
sian Revolution could also be applied here to show that these kinds of contradictions, such as 
the oppression of some to ensure the liberation of the many, could be widely accepted under 
conditions of revolution and civil war.

17 According to D , p. 35, the invading force was the Sixth Latvian Rifl e Division. Some-
times it is referred to as the “Latvian Red Army.”
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War.18 It came at a time, however, when the Russian Civil War was reaching a military 
and ideological climax. At the moment when the fi ghting was raging on a massive 
scale, becoming extremely bitter, and the ideological tone and violence of the Bolshe-
vik regime in Petrograd and then Moscow was in crescendo, the war came to Riga. It 
was that radical version of wartime Bolshevism that Riga endured. The Soviet invasion 
of Latvia began in late 1918, while the civil war was well underway in Siberia, south-
ern Russia and the Caucasus. The communist occupation of Riga coincided with broad 
advances by White troops on the other fronts, a time when the new regime was under 
enormous pressure. This probably contributed to the extremism and radicalization of 
Soviet policies we can see in the wartime history of the city. 

A Latvian Soviet Republic had been declared in Moscow in December 1918, during 
the Red Army’s advance into Latvian territory. Ultimately, in the wider scheme of 
things, it would be the failure of the Bolsheviks on other fronts, for example in Estonia, 
and the catastrophic economic conditions in the Soviet state—a failure of Bolshevik 
policy which undermined any remaining support it had among the population and the 
rifl emen—which allowed the comparatively small German-Latvian forces to defeat the 
Red Army. But for several months from January to May 1919, the Red Army occupied 
Riga and the city played the role of the capital of a Latvian communist state.

Initially, the Baltic Landeswehr was still not ready to fend off  the Soviets and fell 
back into Courland to the west of Riga. It eventually surrendered not only Riga and then 
Mitau, but almost the entire rest of Courland and was cornered, with its back against the 
coast, on the only remaining sliver of Latvian territory, in and around the city of Libau 
(Liepāja) within a short time. That is where the Latvian Provisional Government under 
Kārlis Ulmanis  took up residence, seeking international support and looking for an 
opportunity to return to Riga. Operating from there, the Landeswehr would keep up re-
sistance against the Red Army for the next several months. In February 1919, there was 
a coups d’état against the Ulmanis  government. Ulmanis  managed to fl ee aboard ship 
and escape, but he was replaced as head of government by a former pastor, the Latvian 
Andrievs Niedra . Niedra  was more of a fi gurehead than actually in control, however, 
the real power now resting in the hands of the Landeswehr leadership. In March, at a 
time when pressure on the Soviet forces was also beginning to mount on other fronts 
in the vast Russian Civil War, the Landeswehr advanced eastward and even captured 
Mitau, only forty kilometers from Riga. The front stabilized between Mitau and Riga, 
not far from where it had been for the two years between the spring of 1915 and the 
summer of 1917, until a Landeswehr off ensive seized Riga on 22 May 1919, driving 
the Red Army away into the eastern part of Latvia.

18 For example, it takes up less than a page of print in one 300-page study of the war. See 
M , pp. 117-118. Most secondary literature covers this period only briefl y, for ex-
ample A , pp. 383-387. Here, details will be cited from more specifi c sources such 
as memoirs and economic history.
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Bolshevik Policy

The new regime’s fi rst several days in the city were somewhat chaotic, with the War 
Commissariat trying to deal with drunken soldiers, celebratory gunfi re in the city 
streets, and other disturbances. It would be a few days before regular patrols were ar-
ranged for the nighttime hours and watch could be set up at key points around the city. 
Volunteers were being recruited to help as the army moved on, pursuing the Whites 
into Courland.19 

The conquest by the armies of Soviet Russia brought a regime to Riga unlike any 
the city had known before, although it bore some superfi cial resemblance to the politi-
cal situation in the spring and early summer of 1917. Communism was now no longer 
one force among many, a popular ideology in a city with competing sources of power, 
however. It now had a monopoly on power. The defi ning factor in political life was now 
class membership. The “dictatorship of the working classes” would ostensibly cleanse 
society of exploiters and exploitation and usher in a new era of equality. The rhetoric 
was the same used everywhere the Red Army went; the policies were exacerbated in 
Riga’s case, though, by the partially coinciding ethnic and social fault lines. 

The head of the Latvian communist government was Pēteris Stučka , a 53-year-old 
Latvian jurist who had obtained his law degree in St. Petersburg. He was a long-time 
activist and journalist for the Party, a Marxist legal theoretician, and, like other Latvian 
Marxists, had spent time in exile. He was an LSD delegate elected in the August 1917 
city elections and later served on the executive committee of the Petrograd Council 
of Workers’ Deputies. His biography, painted in decidedly pro-Leninist terms by So-
viet sources, refl ects some of the ambivalence that this new Latvian state would rep-
resent—a Latvian communist regime that was almost part of Soviet Russia, but not 
quite.20

The fi rst major political event—after a short period of disorder and a fl urry of de-
crees—was the All-Latvia Congress of the Soviets of Workers, Landless Peasants and 
Soldiers Deputies, which congregated in the First City Theater on 13 January, the four-
teenth anniversary of the 1905 “Bloody Sunday” massacre. There were delegates from 
all over Soviet-controlled Latvia, one delegate per one thousand eligible workers, 569 
present on the fi rst day and more coming in until, by the time of the vote for the central 
committee, there were 705 present. The Congress confi rmed the constitution of Soviet 
Latvia, based on the Russian Soviet constitution, and elected a central committee of 
sixty representatives, which in turn elected from its own members the eleven-member 
government.21 There was no Commissariat of Foreign Aff airs and the Commissariat of 
War was subordinated to the Russian military. On 16 January, the Congress formally 
declared Soviet Latvia to be part of Soviet Russia.22 Later, in March, the Latvian  Social 

19 RGVA 25857/1/1, p. 9.
20 Stučka later wrote an account of his policies during the period of communist rule: S , 

Piat’ mesetsev. Excerpts available in S , Par Padomju varu Latvijā.
21 S , pp. 154-159; P , p. 183; H , Legende p. 335.
22 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 229. According to this memoir, the congress 

debated the issue of whether to include Latgallen in Latvia, with many delegates wanting it 
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Democratic Party, which held a monopoly on political power in the new polity, offi  -
cially became the Latvian Communist Party, formally and explicitly a branch of the 
Russian Communist Party. Thus it would be very diffi  cult to make the case that Soviet 
Latvia was an independent entity in any real sense of the word.23

A Russian witness to the opening days of Soviet power compared Riga after the 
evacuation of 1915 and the further ruin of the city in 1917 and 1918 to a cemetery. 
The smokestacks of the abandoned factories stood like crosses over the rooftops.24 
There were now only eight to ten thousand industrial workers left in the city, many 
of whom were impoverished “Lumpenproletariat.” The Soviet census of 2 February 
1919 registered nineteen thousand men and twelve thousand women between the ages 
of seventeen and fi fty as unemployed, representing 30 percent of the city’s remaining 
workforce. The unemployed included over fi ve hundred doctors, nine hundred teach-
ers and two hundred actors and musicians, as well as over nine thousand craftsmen, 
over six thousand sales personnel, bookkeepers and other white collar workers, and 
over nine thousand unskilled laborers.25 The few industries still operating were mostly 
in food processing, slaughtering livestock, and supplying and running the communal 
kitchens. In other words, at least compared to the Riga that the tsar had visited in 1910, 
there was almost no economic substance to take over and manage according to com-
munist principles.26 The city’s economic potential, the masses of material inventory and 
human capital from Riga now spread around the empire since 1915, was not accessible 
under the circumstances. Stučka  spoke of future return of Riga’s industrial plant, but 
it did not happen during the brief period of Soviet control in Riga.27 Nonetheless, the 
regime nationalized what there was of remaining industry, and in some cases sent in its 
own managers to plan and manage production. According to the same Russian witness 
cited above, these young commissars “knew about as much about industry as about 
Egyptology.”28 In February the regime also nationalized the banks, as well as all gold 
and silver reserves and all workshops and stores which dealt with precious metals, and 
created the Latvia People’s Bank (Latvijas Tautas Banka) to provide credit for institu-
tions and industries.29

Smaller businesses (up to ten thousand rubles in value) were not formally national-
ized, but were requisitioned. The state seized control over them and deposited the esti-
mated value in the People’s Bank. The owner could only withdraw up to four hundred 
rubles per month from the account.30 Another source describes how retail businesses 

to be part of Russia. The fi les of this government are all in Latvian except those of the war 
department which are in Russian.

23 H , Legende, p. 336.
24 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 242.
25 A , p. 97; Aizsilnieks shows that there were, according to this census, 121,400 

women and 90,600 men still in the city, p. 85.
26 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 242; A , p. 93.
27 A , p. 93; H , Legende, p. 337.
28 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 243.
29 A , p. 94.
30 Ibidem, pp. 92-93.



107

were fi rst plundered and then nationalized as “Soviet Shops.” These shops were almost 
completely barren, selling only items like ladies’ corsets, garters and lace at low prices. 
These were the only businesses that would accept the new Soviet currency, referred to 
as the “Stučka  dog,” without complaint.31 It is unclear from the sources to what extent 
which of these two policies applied to which businesses and whether they refer to dif-
ferent aspects of the same policy.

Even before Red Army units entered Riga and the Bolsheviks assumed responsibil-
ity for the city, there was every indication that the coming winter would be very diffi  -
cult. The Baltic civil adminstration, in its last report dated 15 December 1918, noted 
that it was “hard to say how it w[ould] be possible to keep the city from death by 
starvation.” Many, according to the report, could expect to starve to death.32 This is 
exactly what began to happen. Baltic German diary and memoir writers have left vivid 
accounts of the horrors of the period and have made it part of their collective wartime 
memory, as will be discussed in more detail below. The Bolsheviks took over the orga-
nization of the municipal food supply in January of 1919 and dismissed Dr. Berkholz  
once again.33 Germany was blamed for the horrid conditions in the city and communist 
methods were now put to the test under harsh, wartime winter conditions. The admin-
istration tried to arrange for food deliveries from Russia, when possible in exchange 
for goods confi scated in Riga. When such deliveries arrived, however, the needs of the 
army were met fi rst, leaving very little for the civilian population.34

The communists, like the Germans before them, set up a network of communal 
kitchens, sixty-eight of them by mid-February, seven exclusively for school children. 
Some 180,000 people, essentially the entire population of Riga, came each day for a 
warm meal. Distribution was corrupt, however. Those with ration cards were often 
served only water. Those who paid extra were given real soup.35 The cooperative Pro-
dukts, made up of 110 stores run by communists or sympathizers during 1917, was 
reestablished. Anyone with the right to vote could become a member. The regime tried 
to build on the distribution infrastructure this cooperative had established.36

The markets, where food from the countryside was sold and goods were traded on 
a small scale, were also subjected to regime control. Price fi xing was one of the fi rst 
actions the new government took, declaring on 6 January that nothing was allowed to 
be sold at a price higher than before 3 January (the day the Red Army arrived).37 The 
stands and businesses were not initially nationalized or seized, but the markets were 
subjected to constant controls and harassment. In the early days of the regime they were 
the scene of mass arrests of buyers and sellers. Soon, according to one witness, all that 

31 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 243.
32 A , p. 77.
33 HI ARA Box 335-15. Berkholz was put back in charge of the new supply offi  ce by the com-

mander of the Landeswehr after the liberation of the city, however.
34 A , pp. 102-103.
35 Ibidem, p. 98. Aizsilnieks uses a Soviet source for his report of corruption.
36 Ibidem, p. 101. The members of this cooperative were targeted during the “White Terror” a 

few months later. 
37 Ibidem.
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could be legally purchased there was “garbage.”38 On 25 January, state monopolies 
were established for the selling of alcohol, potatoes, sugar, salt, grits, and fl our. Cor-
ruption and black market selling were the result. The stores were empty and one could 
buy items from acquaintances under the counter at several times the offi  cial price.39 A 
liberalization of trade restrictions was implemented in April, but it had little eff ect on 
the overall situation by that point.40

The new Soviet regime added yet another layer to the already chaotic currency 
situation in the city, although they did make some eff ort to simplify the situation. Old 
tsarist money was accepted while German money (both Reichsmark and Ost ruble) was 
phased out of circulation throughout March. A twenty million ruble grant from Russia 
to bolster Soviet Latvia simply brought in trainloads of Kerenki, the currency that had 
been printed by the Provisional Government in 1917, which the new government now 
insisted people accept—under threat of execution. People did not generally trust the 
Kerenki, however, and hoarded the old rubles. Reportedly even Red Army soldiers 
refused to accept it. Although the Latvian Bolsheviks later printed their own money, 
the goal, of course, was to eventually make money obsolete, an idea then being loudly 
propagated in Russia proper.41 After the fall of the Latvian Bolsheviks, the new govern-
ment in Riga would be forced to fi x conversion rates for four diff erent kinds of legal 
tender.42

In general, the regime’s economic treatment of its subjects was class-based, with 
the wealthier or formerly more powerful people, generally Germans, now considered 
“bourgeois” and positioned at the bottom of the hierarchy. At the end of January, a 
special tax was imposed on the wealthy to be paid not in cash—the regime could not 
buy anything it needed with its own money—but in kind.43 In February, the regime im-
posed limits, with exact stipulations delineated by the Workers’ Soviet, on the amount 
and kinds of clothing members of the upper class were allowed to own. Hundreds of 
working-class people were mobilized to go into the neighborhoods of the city, fi nd the 
rich people, and collect the clothes that exceeded these quotas.44

This was, in eff ect, simply an extension of the confi scatory measures imposed by 
the regime shortly after entering the city several weeks before. Their fi rst decrees were 
not unlike the German decrees of early September 1917 in substance, but exceeded 
them in breadth and scale in that they expanded the idea of confi scating what might 
be considered militarily relevant and gradually included the explicit targeting of class 
enemies. These measures could also be put into the context of the requisitioning rights 
granted to the Russian military authorities established in 1912 and exercised in 1914. 
This essentially amounted to an economic policy of plunder justifi ed by the wartime 

38 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, pp. 243-244.
39 A , p. 101.
40 Ibidem, pp. 102-103.
41 Ibidem, pp. 89-90 and 95; B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 237.
42 LVVA 2842/1/28.
43 A , p. 86. The source lists the details of the tax according to status and profession.
44 Ibidem, p. 87. This is perhaps the mobilization for the purpose of plunder that K  men-

tions in her entry of 12 February 1919.
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needs of the state growing increasingly harsh under the dire conditions of seemingly 
endless war and civil war, and further exacerbated by ideology. The newspapers during 
the fi rst several weeks of Soviet rule in Riga were full of orders to register and/or turn 
in certain kinds of goods: they stipulated the types of items, the locations at which and 
the date by which they must be given over, and the punishment for failure to comply. 
A systematic accounting of available living space and furniture inventories for private 
apartments (especially those that were no longer being lived in), hotels, banks, church-
es, city administration, etc. was part of this campaign.45

One memoir recalls what the author refers to as a “dry pogrom” (sukhoi pogrom), 
a pogrom without bloodshed, but with severe economic consequences. Furniture of all 
kinds—commodes, beds, closets, mirrors, even pianos and gramophones—and clothes 
collected from the bourgeoisie were taken into common storage rooms. People could 
then borrow items from the storerooms for their own use. Few people took advantage 
of the opportunity, however, and the items essentially became state property. They were 
used by state agencies, sold in the countryside to “gray barons” (i.e. wealthy farmers) 
for food to supply the city, or even shipped off  in trains to distant locations to trade for 
food which never arrived.46

The unemployment problem was addressed administratively by the creation of an 
unemployment bureau in a single-room offi  ce, which was quickly expanded by moving 
into the rooms of the stock exchange. Soon, the offi  ce set up the First and later Second 
Volunteer Riga Worker Battalion. The militarized organization of labor discouraged 
men from even showing up, making these eff orts less eff ective. Women were often 
assigned to areas near the front to dig trenches.47

The coerciveness and class-centeredness of Bolshevik economic policy showed it-
self in employment policy as well. Diff erent class categories of people were not only 
taxed and dispossessed diff erently; work obligations were diff erent as well. Men and 
women labeled burzhui (bourgeois) were expected to do hard, physical labor, referred 
to as “social” or “societal” work, regardless of age. This kind of labor included “clean-
ing lavatories and streets, the rapid loading and unloading of heavy military equipment, 
transporting and carrying various items in cases when horses and other transport are 
not available, the construction of fortifi cations and heavy earth digging, moving bricks 
and boards for construction.”48

“Bourgeois” were defi ned as people who lived by hiring the labor of others, by 
income generated by capital, property owners and members of the “free” professions. 
45 See Rote Fahne throughout the period, for example 5 January on the banks and their hold-

ings, 10 January for medicine and the property of counter-revolutionaries who had fl ed, for 
the registration of telephone and telegraph workers, 12 January for registering shoes, weap-
ons, munitions, clothing and harnesses, and materials related to the harbor; also LVA 957/1/ 
contains the fi les of the Housing Administration, including fi les on their eff orts to catalogue 
the living space and furniture in Riga. For example LVA 957/1/27 contains several lists of 
furniture by precinct.

46 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 233. “Gray barons” were non-German, 
non-noble rural landowners with large holdings.

47 A , p. 98.
48 Ibidem, p. 87.
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This included private traders, corporate directors, stock brokers and middle men. Re-
portedly, foreigners living in Riga were also sometimes included in this category and 
forced to work unless and until their governments offi  cially recognized the Soviet re-
gime.49 The Soviet of Workers’ Deputies also published the notice that “in order to root 
out the parasitical bourgeoisie, bring them into closer relation with proletarian circles 
and accustom them to socially useful work,” all members of the bourgeoisie were re-
quired to register within fi ve days. After that point, “any person who is without work 
[…] will be treated as an adversary of the Soviet State and punished administratively 
by the extreme penalty (fi ring squad).”50

Not only were the upper classes being forced into hard, physical labor, they were at 
the bottom of a three-tiered scale for the distribution of rations. This made the former 
“exploiters” especially susceptible to starvation in the rapidly deteriorating supply situ-
ation. To the top category, people who earned full rations, belonged members of the So-
viet government, party members, and soldiers of the Red Army, as well as all peasants 
and manual laborers registered with the communist trade unions. Those people were 
getting, according to the offi  cial ration at one point, a bread ration of one and a half 
loaves per day each. The second category consisted of employees of Soviet institutions, 
students, professors, teachers, doctors and all “intellectual workers” registered in pro-
fessional organizations. They got one loaf per day. One half loaf of bread per day was 
the ration for, “all bourgeois sentenced to forced labor, old people over sixty-fi ve, and 
in general all members of the bourgeoisie doing no socially useful work.” Apparently, 
those who were doing “useful work” voluntarily were not in the bottom category. The 
entire working population was subjected to strict work regimentation, however, with 
failure to show up to work twice in one week punishable by obligatory “social work” 
or loss of rations.51 

These conditions did not stop planners from dreaming, much as the ongoing war 
and the desolation of industry had not stopped the Germans from painting the picture 
of a wonderful future for the city as a free harbor. Stučka —probably spurred on by 
similar talk in Russia—dreamt of “electrifi cation.” He created a new bureaucracy—
Dvinstroi—to plan the construction of an electric power plant on the Düna.52 Another 
memoir writer recalls the newspapers also reporting on the great future in store for the 
Citadel, the prison complex near the city center that was, at that time, bursting at the 

49 Ibidem; B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 233.
50 P , pp. 62-63. On the widespread use and ever-expanding meaning of the pejorative 

term “bourgeois” in revolutionary Russia, see K , passim. 
51 P , p. 138 lists the exact categories; A , pp. 87 and 99. A German noblewoman 

who got a job in a Soviet administrative offi  ce, does not reveal explicitly in her diary which 
category she was in, but she describes the rations available to each. See K  entry for 4 
April 1919.

52 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 243. This is from a Russian memoir and has 
not been confi rmed from the archives. I do not know if what Berezhanskii calls a “grandi-
ose bureaucratic machine” for this construction project left any fi les or not. It might be an 
example of something that was suggested in the newspaper and turned by Berezhanskii into 
an opportunity to make fun of the Soviet regime’s failures. An electrical power plant on the 
river was eventually built after the Second World War.
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seams with “bourgeois” prisoners. At some point in the future, when communism was 
triumphant and there would be no more need for prisons, the communists were plan-
ning to tear down the Citadel and erect in its place a “gigantic people’s palace” with an 
assembly room, a theater, a swimming pool big enough for three thousand bathers, and 
a rooftop garden.53 Needless to say, these plans were not realized during Stučka’s  brief 
tenure as head of state.

Bolshevik education policy was radically progressive, but also displayed elements 
of Latvian nationalism. It represented the most dramatic change in school policy since 
the beginning of the war. The Bolsheviks declared their school policy on 16 January 
1919, less than two weeks after taking Riga. All the schools now fell under the control 
of the Latvian Educational Commissariat with the stated goal of providing a general 
and a polytechnic education to all boys and girls in their native languages—a radi-
cal departure from the ethno-linguistic prejudices of the previous regimes. All schools 
were to teach Latvian, however,54 something one author recalled as the only enduring 
legacy of this educational experiment. The schools were also to assure that all children 
had enough to eat, clothing, shoes, and school materials at state expense.55

School attendance was mandatory for all children from seven to fourteen years 
of age. School attendance was free of charge at city schools. Private schools not yet 
open were required to open on 15 January and abide by the decisions of the Riga City 
Schools’ Council.56 Religion would no longer be taught and the tsar was to be elimi-
nated from the history books.57 Initially, all teachers were declared fi red from their jobs. 
Re-hiring was done only after a check for political reliability by a special commis-
sion. A diploma was no longer required, but a party recommendation could help land a 
teaching job. According to one source, communist students sometimes came to school 
armed.58 Eyewitnesses at the time and later complained that the traditional authority 
of school administrators and teachers was eroded by radical democratization measures 
and the constant interference of the Commissariat of Education with eff orts to restore 
order. Teachers were now referred to as “workers” and met with parents and students 
to collectively plan the “work.” The council at the Second Riga Municipal Elementary 
School was made up of fourteen teachers, seven parents and seven students. Students 
and pupils were required to address each other as “comrade” (biedrs or biedre).59 A 
Russian memoirist described the class councils as usually headed by twelve-year-old 
hooligans, with the teachers only having advisory powers, but that the councils spent 
most of their time trying to fi gure out how and where to get food.60

53 P , pp. 212-213.
54 V , p. 39.
55 S , p. 117.
56 LVA 1/9/2, p. 12.
57 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 244.
58 V , p. 40.
59 Ibidem, p. 39; Rīgas pilsētas 2. pamatskola 300 gadu darba gaitas. 
60 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 244. See also P , pp. 103-104 on taking 

religion out of the school curriculum. Rote Fahne 14 January 1919 shows that the commu-
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In January, at least a third of Riga’s schoolchildren lacked proper clothing and often 
came to school freezing. Two thirds of the children were coming to school with worn 
out shoes, often walking in wool-knit shoes through the wet streets. Many children’s 
parents lacked the means to buy books and other supplies, and were keeping their chil-
dren home from school. Furthermore, most were reported to be coming to school with-
out having eaten. The bread supplement and a warm gruel that had been off ered at 
school under the Germans was now no longer available. The parents were demanding 
that at least the children be fed.61

These conditions led to a fi ght over resources when the Bolsheviks started imple-
menting their ostensibly democratic school policies. One measure undertaken early in 
the regime was to switch schools between nationalities to redress historical injustices. 
This was an example of the communists using an ethnic instead of class-based crite-
rion in their redistribution policies. When a German and a Latvian middle school were 
switched, the order required that the school inventory be left in place so that the better 
German inventory would now belong to a Latvian school. Things had become so bad, 
however, that the distribution of food at the schools caused greater disputes. In Febru-
ary, the parents of a German school complained that the forty poods (about 650 kilos) 
of fl our at the school had been bought by them because the food administration had not 
allocated any for that school. Hence, the fl our belonged to them, not the school. Others 
claimed, however, that the fl our did in fact come, for free, from the city.62

A German school teacher's wife left her impressions of the dismal situation in the 
schools and in the city in general in her diary:

Working at the school under the Bolsheviks is ghastly. You have to lend your hand 
to the introduction of senseless policies which undermine discipline. It isn’t about 
learning at all, only about the freedom of the pupils and employees, and the oat-
meal and jelly, which the “State” distributes and around which the main interest 
seems to revolve. Oskar [the writer’s husband and a teacher—M.H.] has to make 
so many senseless trips to the school administration and fi lls out so many sense-
less papers, more than under any government thus far. The pupils have formed 
their own committees and determine school policy. Of course in the girls’ schools 
and in the other schools where the children of better families are, it isn’t nearly as 
bad as in other schools, but it is still disgusting and undermines any and all desire 
to work. The directors no longer get higher pay than the other teachers and above 
all the servants get the same pay as the teachers! Oskar now earns a total of about 
1200 Kerenski rubles per month, but it is impossible to survive on that, because 
meat now costs thirty rubles, fl our fi fteen rubles and butter twenty-eight to thirty 
rubles per pound. The lines are long for horse meat […]63

nists anticipated that the upper classes would oppose school reform, not wanting to expose 
their children to the poor behaviour of the lower classes.

61 LVA 1/9/2, p. 11; See also ibidem p. 49 for the poor conditions in children’s hostels in Riga 
at this time, where two to three thousand orphans were lacking in basic necessities.

62 Ibidem, p. 34; Rīgas pilsētas 2. pamatskola 300 gadu darba gaitas also recounts a case of a 
school taking inventory from another school and that other school trying to get it returned.

63 M , entry for 5 April 1919. The original German can be found at the end of this volume 
under “A German Teacher’s Wife on Communist Schooling.” In the same diary entry she 
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Despite these problems, at least on paper there were some successes. By March 
1919, according to Soviet sources, more schools were operating than had been  under 
the Germans. Also, the Baltische Technische Hochschule was reopened as the fi rst 
Latvian university, boasting three thousand students, predominantly the children of 
 working-class parents.64 The Soviet regime started other cultural projects as well, but 
none of them had time, much less the material resources, to really get off  the ground 
and fl ourish. As part of the general policy which encompassed economics as well as 
culture, cultural institutions were nationalized—that meant libraries and book stores 
as well as theaters. Proletarian Latvian theaters were opened, as was the circus and a 
conserva tory, although the latter never started operation.65

The new Soviet Latvian polity was struggling. Its war with the Landeswehr was still 
raging. The city was groaning under the burden of a fi fth consecutive winter of wartime 
shortages. Nonetheless, the ideological struggle was not postponed. The legitimacy of 
the new regime, and the basis of its support by Soviet Russia, depended on the promise 
of a new society and the abolishment of the old, or at least keeping up the motions of 
reshaping society long enough to stay in power until the crisis passed. But Soviet power 
was both a product and the creator of crises. The communist state’s whole method of 
governance was based on a permanent state of emergency—issuing commands, rally-
ing supporters, and identifying and punishing enemies.

Red Terror

Terror was a hallmark of Soviet power. Wherever the revolution came, the prisons 
and graveyards quickly fi lled with the real or suspected enemies of the revolutionary 
regime. While anyone was in danger of being accused or suspected of counterrevolu-
tionary sympathies and carried off  to face imprisonment, trial, and possible exile or 
execution, the regime did have recognizable categories of enemies—according to the 
same criterion being used all through the revolution and all over the Russian Civil War, 
the criterion of class. 

The Red Terror aff ected many Latvians, Russians, and Jews, as well as Germans. 
But despite this class-warfare orientation that cut across ethno-national boundaries. 
There is evidence not only of an abstract ethnic element in the violence of the period. 
There were certain policies which were arguably ethnic in nature. There is an account, 

gives a detailed account of how she barely manages to keep the family fed despite the hor-
rendous shortages.

64 D , p. 49. The Hochschule had been evacuated to Moscow before the fall of Riga and 
its inventory, teaching staff  and some students were still there. This reopening now as a uni-
versity thus has little to do with institutional continuity. The university was probably simply 
taking over the property that remained in Riga. 

65 For brief coverage of Soviet achievements, see D , pp. 50-52. A more thorough Soviet 
source is T . It is particularly strong on educational policy, literature, and the Soviet 
press. T , p. 148, attributes the establishment of the fi rst ballet in Riga to Soviet 
 power, describing how the fi rst students in January of 1919 were workers and shop assistants, 
students, and actors. These developments are also mentioned in Baltische Blätter (1919), 3, 
pp. 17-18.
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for example, of German prisoners being targeted for special abuse in communist con-
centration camps. And the April policy of singling out German barons for registration 
and arrest is another example. The terror was understood and perceived as revenge 
for 1905, a confl ict along both class and ethnic lines.66 The “terror” was not always 
completely capricious, however, and much of the terror was directed at enforcing an 
immediate redress class grievances.

The First World War had further “ethnicized” an already sharply defi ned ethnic un-
derstanding of collective identity and intergroup relationships, especially in the Baltic. 
The war had uprooted the people of Riga, destroying their livelihoods, sending half 
the population elsewhere, bringing in new waves of people from other places. Soviet 
Latvia was the sixth regime to claim control of the city since the summer of 1914. None 
of the regimes so far had been able to maintain stability and prosperity. While each had 
served a particular clientele, none of them had off ered a common feeling of security; 
in fact each of them had rejected, cast out, despised, and attacked at least one major 
category of people. Indeed, each new regime had shown itself to be not a guarantor of 
order, but a consumer and destroyer of wealth, work, livelihood, and life for at least 
some of the people in Riga. To various degrees and with diff erent emphases, each re-
gime had forfeited more legitimacy and further weakened the bonds between people, 
and between the people and the state. By the time the Bolsheviks came to took Riga, 
power could only be maintained by channelling those who actually held the guns to-
ward other targets, winning over an armed clientele by ruthlessly persecuting enemies 
while polarizing and emphasizing diff erence. Where nothing is being made or built 
and scarcity grows unabated, where the state is simply a mechanism for defi ning and 
categorizing people and administrating plunder in the interest of a particular group, 
and where the diff erences between groups have become sharply defi ned by twenty-fi ve 
years of interethnic tension and fi ve years of war, terror is the result. When the regime 
comes equipped with the rhetoric and experience from the wider context of an empire 
descending into bloody chaos, the recipe is complete. The Red Terror, and the White 
Terror that followed, were to be expected. The regime was both encouraging and di-
rectly ordering all-out class warfare, labelling entire categories of people within the 
population as targets. This was not only in Latvia, of course, but had been offi  cial 
 Bolshevik policy since seizing power in Russia in October of 1917.67 The militia—var-
ious armed bodies at the regime’s disposal—were let loose on the population to confi s-
cate from, arrest, imprison and shoot declared enemy categories of people.

Detlef Henning has put the Red Terror into the long-term context of Latvian history, 
arguing that Latvian collective memory was marked by the “motif of eruptive violence” 
66 See H , Letten und Deutsche, p. 272. The institution of concentration camps began 

in Russia in the late summer of 1918 and the campaign against the nobility became offi  cial 
policy in Russia later in 1919. See B , p. 40. The concentration camps in Riga are 
mentioned in several sources, including K , 23 April 1919 and an eyewitness account 
by an Englishwoman married to a Baltic German in HI ARA 335-19, “De Profundis,” p. 8. 
K  describes the forced registration of nobles announced in the papers in April and even 
a plan to marry to have her name changed so as to escape arrest. See her diary entries for 23 
April and 15 May 1919.

67 See B , pp. 41-42 on the broader context in Soviet Russia.
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going back to the peasant uprisings of the thirteenth century. The social upheavals of 
the nineteenth century, the Revolution of 1905 and the abuses of Russian and German 
military forces in the recent world war “had created a climate of social irreconcilabil-
ity” (Unversöhnlichkeit) which led to the Red Terror under the Bolsheviks and the 
German Landeswehr’s White Terror which followed.68

Andrejs Plakans explains the terror in the context of the disagreement between 
Moscow and Riga over the issue of statehood. Since Stučka  objected to the Moscow 
leadership’s ideas about Latvian independence, he did not spend his time in power 
creating proper governing institutions. Instead, according to Plakans, the Bolsheviks 
squandered their time “settling scores” with their political enemies.69 Against the back-
drop of the general collapse of the city, however, Stučka  may not have had much choice 
short of giving up power. Given the strain the ongoing war was putting on his resources, 
the dubious loyalty of his subjects, and the material collapse of the supply infrastruc-
ture, a policy of direct, and brutal, oppression and extraction may have seemed like 
the only option. It was easier to turn loose the wolves and feed the most radical and 
dangerous elements than it would have been to negotiate and reconstruct a complex 
new reality, especially if that would have meant giving up, even temporarily, on the 
promises implied in communist ideology. 

This view of the terror as a product of both ideology and expediency fi ts into the 
wider context of the Russian Revolution and Civil War, where the communist regime 
faced the same issues, being dead set on executing its ideological program but faced 
with considerable military and economic obstacles. No explanation for events in Latvia 
should draw on purely local factors without considering the wider context and infl u-
ence of the Russian Revolution and Civil War. The Bolsheviks violently seized power 
in Petrograd, declared from the very beginning entire categories of people to be their 
enemies, and had been rehearsing the ideas and methods now being used in Latvia well 
before expanding communist power into the Baltic.70 While local factors such as ethnic 
animosity and the proximity of the military front certainly played a role, what happened 
in Latvia during the early months of 1919 was also rather typical of communist rule 
elsewhere at the time. 

People were persecuted according to the category of person they belonged to more 
often than for individual actions, although one’s personal history could play a role, 
especially for the most severe punishments. One was taxed, fed and one’s labour was 
used based on class criteria. One was imprisoned or shot usually for something one did 
as an individual, hostages being the exception. The criteria came from the wider context 
of the Russian Revolution, where the main victims were burzhui (the economic elites, 
bourgeoisie, well-to-do), political opponents, and any and all representatives of the old 
regime: police, military offi  cers, holders of any state offi  ce, etc. Simple adminis trators, 

68 H , Legende, pp. 337-338.
69 P , Latvians, p. 118. B , pp. 15-16 describes the Soviet approach to power, 

especially later, under Stalin, in terms of a personalized, mafi a-like construction of loyalty 
and oppression of enemies. 

70 B , pp. 28-53 off ers a short, cogent overview of early communist terror with the 
aim of tying it into the longer historical experience under Stalin in the coming decades. 
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teachers, and other such employees were usually not persecuted. However, on the bord-
ers of the empire and in the Baltic especially, ethnicity was an important marker of 
status. Not all Germans were burzhui and not all burzhui were Germans, but being 
German was cause for suspicion.

While most eyewitness accounts do not give the impression that there were specifi c 
campaigns or phases of terror and it is clear from the fi rst-hand accounts that searches 
and arrests on some scale began immediately, one witness does report a wave of terror 
that broke over the city in the second two weeks of January 1919, about two weeks af-
ter the Bolshevik takeover. It resulted in the executions of approximately 2,800 people 
who were arrested, put before a tribunal headed by a Latvian Bolshevik named Vilks , 
sentenced to death, and summarily shot. The shootings at fi rst took place in the cellars 
and courtyards of the prisons; later the condemned, fi fty to sixty people per night, were 
driven out to the semi-rural Kaiserwald section of town for execution. The names were 
not published; the relatives not informed. The fi les would briefl y list the crime for 
which the person had been executed. If for no other reason, they were marked simply, 
“for 1905”—that is, shot for counterrevolutionary activity during or in the aftermath of 
the 1905 Revolution.71 

After this initial wave of secret terror, the prisons had space again and a period of 
“legal” terror began. Presumably, “legal” terror refers to terror directed against partic-
ular actions and not punishment for pre-revolutionary status or revenge for pre-1919 
political crimes. Procedures were somewhat normalized. Relatives of the condemned 
were informed, witnesses were allowed at trials. This, according to Russian journalist 
Berezhanskii , is when the names of the victims began to appear in the newspapers.72 
Those lists now included many Latvians. The Latvian intelligentsia had felt safe before, 
Berezhanskii  wrote, generally approving of the liquidation of the German elites and 
never thinking a hair would fall from their heads. “After a month, however, not only 
hairs were falling, but whole Latvian heads just like the Germans, under the general 
sign of the Internationale.”73

Most depictions of the terror in Riga do not make the distinction between these two 
phases and describe a terror practiced openly.74 Lists of crimes punishable by death 
were published in the paper—the list was long, including a wide range of actions con-
sidered threatening to the current order: treason, forgery, resistance to the edicts of the 
Soviet government, robbery, speculation, previous service with the tsarist police, etc.75 
71 I have not seen any archival fi les that show this particular wave of terror. It is mentioned only 

in B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 230; P , p. 183 writes that there were 
more than sixty executions on some nights during the Bolshevik period, a number close to 
that in B .

72 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 231.
73 Ibidem, p. 225. Indeed, the lists of names in the Rote Fahne throughout March and April 

have names of all nationalities.
74 Indeed, P  gives the impression that the rule of law declined over time during commu-

nist rule in Riga, citing the prohibition on lawyers and barristers from practicing, pp. 95-96; 
R , Baltic States, pp. 58-59 mentions waves of terror in Estonia, but describes the Lat-
vian situation as one big wave lasting from November to May.

75 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, pp. 231-232.
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Lesser crimes brought lesser penalties. People were often arrested on the street during 
searches of their person, or in their homes during searches for contraband goods, for 
resisting search or requisition, or for possessing smuggled goods such as food, silver-
ware, and other luxuries. German apartments were searched most often. Parties with 
dancing could be considered illegal gatherings and lead to arrest and trial before the 
tribunal.76 The regime was not hiding the terror, but boasting of it, using it as a constant 
threat to the population and motivation for its own followers.77

One Wilhelm Maier  can serve as an example. In 1905 he had been a member of 
the German Selbstschutz organization which had been formed by Baltic Germans to 
protect lives and property against revolutionary violence. He had, according to his fi le, 
taken part in suppressing the revolution (as many local Germans were suspected to 
have done, for example by aiding the punishment expeditions of the Russian army in 
1906-1907). During the German occupation of 1917-1918 he had been a bookkeeper 
in the prison. He was considered a strong opponent of the revolution and a “servant 
of the reaction” who had taken an active part in the suppression and “inquisition” of 
the workers. He was witnessed to have expressed joy when the Whites attacked Riga 
(this probably refers to an attack in March, after Mitau fell to the Landeswehr). He was 
executed on 15 April.78

One Annette Beck  was arrested because she had been an offi  ce worker for the Ger-
man occupation forces in Lithuania. She was released.79 Julius Kamintius  had worked 
for a German military court for six weeks prior to the establishment of the Ulmanis  
regime.80 He was released, but placed under police observation. The fi les are full of 
people arrested for being active counterrevolutionaries in 1905, working with the tsarist 
or German police or cooperating with the Ulmanis  regime.

On 16 April 1919, the newspapers published an article by the Latvian communist 
leader Pēteris Stučka  that might be read as a concession and promise to tone down the 
terror somewhat.81 In it, he admits that excesses had been committed in Soviet Latvia 
and off ers explanations. The reasons included the newness of Soviet institutions and 
the lack of any historical precedents to fall back on as models, the inexperience of the 
administrators who were often “simple proletarians” who had been forced to give up 
their hammers or scythes for offi  ce work, the susceptibility of all people, but espe-
cially “little men,” to the “rush” of power, and the sheer exhaustion of the communist 
administrators working day and night for the good of the country. The “dictatorship 
of the proletariat,” Stučka  argued, was a new historical phenomenon about which the 
people had only dreamed for generations. It is only natural, he goes on, that this idea, 

76 RGVA 25857/1/4, p. 3 lists one such case in Jurmala; P  pp. 166-179, describes in great 
detail a party which needed to be kept secret for fear of discovery.

77 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 225.
78 LVA 613/1/42, p. 2. More cases are in the fi le. 
79 LVA 1/3/304. This is just one example of many in the fi le.
80 Ibidem, p. 7.
81 This could be the semi-legal phase of terror Berezhanskii refers to, but it diff ers from the 

dates given in his memoir by more than two months. The Stučka article itself is available in 
German in Rote Fahne, 16 April 1919.
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“got into the head of some of the comrades and intoxicated them, such that they stray 
off  the right path and miss the true course and don’t quite set the right tone.”82 He re-
calls a time not so long ago, referring to his experience in Russia, when terror was the 
method of choice, when the success of the revolution was measured in the number of 
death sentences carried out. It reached a highpoint when the “Chekists”—communist 
secret police—were avenging the assassination attempt on Lenin  and began to shoot all 
kinds of petty criminals and this eventually led, according to Stučka , to a more sober 
approach. Referring to the new form of tribunal now being implemented, he writes, 

Since then, the red terror hasn’t gone away, but together with the Extraordinary Commis-
sions for Combating the Counterrevolution, it is subject to certain limits and guided onto a 
legal course. But of course this situation could not cause a complete change in the minds of 
many comrades who were deeply convinced of the infallibility of our earlier course and who 
were very surprised, very unpleasantly surprised, as they had heard from the mouth of Com-
rade Lenin , on whose authority they had always rested, very diff erent thoughts.83

In other words, he seemed to be arguing that the slaughter was ideologically nec-
essary at one point but eff orts were being made to tone down the violence, and that 
the regime was attempting to do its best under the circumstances. He promises that 
the regime is working to cleanse the apparatus of opportunists and “simply degenerate 
elements” (einfach entartete Elementen) by punishing them even more harshly than 
“normal citizens” are punished for their crimes. 

His references to the broader experience of communism in Russia are particularly 
telling and represent further evidence that this was, in part, only a small part of a much 
broader confl ict in Eastern Europe. It is within that same broader context, however, 
that he belies his own explanation for the terror as the result of excesses on the part 
overzealous executioners at the lower levels. He admits that the terror was inspired by 
Lenin  himself. By 1918, the Bolsheviks in the Russian capital were calling openly for 
the destruction of entire classes of people and specifi cally for the use of class criteria 
over traditional legal categories. For example, Latvian Martin Lācis , writing not in 
Riga but in Moscow where he was an offi  cial of the Cheka, wrote: “We are destroying 
the bourgeoisie as a class. During our investigations we do not look for evidence that 
the accused acted against Soviet power in word or in deed. The fi rst questions that are 
asked are: Which class does he belong to? What are his origins? What is his education 

82 Original quotation: “…dem einen oder anderen Genossen zu Kopf steigt und ihn berauscht, 
so dass er den rechten Weg und wahre Richtung verfehlt, nicht den richtigen Ton triff t.” Rote 
Fahne, 16 April 1919.

83 Rote Fahne, 16 April 1919. Original quotation: “Nachdem ist der rote Terror nicht vom 
Schauplatz verschwunden, aber gleichzeitig mit den “Außerordentlichen Kommissionen 
zur Bekämpfung der Gegenrevolution” ist er auf gewisse Grenzen beschränkt und in ein 
rechtmäßiges Geleise eingeleitet worden. Aber selbstverständlich konnte dieser Umstand 
nicht im Handumdrehen einen Umschwung in den Köpfen vieler Genossen hervorrufen, 
die aufs Tiefste überzeugt waren von der Unfehlbarkeit ihres früheren Kurses und die sehr 
überrascht, und sehr unliebsam überrascht waren, als sie aus dem Munde des Gen. Lenin, auf 
dessen Autorität sie sich immer gestützt hatten, ganz andere Gedanken vernahmen.”
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and employment? Those questions will determine his fate. That is the meaning and the 
essence of the red terror.”84 Both in the Russian heartland and on the Baltic borderlands, 
and very early in the history of the communist regime, the rhetoric of group punish-
ment as a method of overcoming political and economic obstacles was already being 
rehearsed, a method that would reach horrifi c proportions in the Soviet Union under 
Stalin  in the 1930s. 

While the memoirs focus on the high rate of death penalties for class enemies and 
counterrevolutionary vengeance, the newspapers show a broader spectrum of revolu-
tionary justice.85 On the one hand, there were executions of robbers and petty thieves 
who were repeat off enders and no longer considered within reach of rehabilitation.86 At 
the other extreme, there were people convicted of counterrevolutionary activity and sen-
tenced to execution by fi ring squad (which appears to have been the exclusive  method 
of carrying out the death penalty) who not only had their sentences com muted, but were 
released, because of various mitigating circumstances. Not everyone was found guilty 
before the tribunals. Those who were, were sometimes shot (the sentences usually car-
ried out very quickly), sometimes given prison or concentration camp sentences, rang-
ing from weeks to months, or sentenced to hard labour (referred to as “social work”) 
for a period of months or years. Concentration camps were offi  cially established by 
the Latvian regime by decree on 19 February 1919. People could be put there for a set 
period or indefi nitely either by the judgement of a tribunal or by the Commissariat of 
Internal Aff airs and local political administration departments.87 A punishment often 
used, especially for women, the nobility and clergymen, was to sentence someone to be 
a hostage. These people were kept in prisons or concentration camps and were subject 
to exile or execution under circumstances beyond their control, presumably if their 
relatives on the other side of the front lines stepped out of bounds.88 One such example 
was John Cecil Armistead , a relative of the former mayor of Riga, who was sentenced 
to become a hostage due to his status and because he had two cousins in the White 
forces.89 Many of these hostages, including the young Armistead , were in fact shot—at 
the fall of Mitau, for example, or during the fi nal battle for Riga. 

Party members charged with a crime—and party membership was sometimes a 
mitigating circumstance—were sometimes turned over to the section of the Latvian 
Communist Party representing their ethnicity (German, Estonian, etc.). Soldiers were 
sometimes passed on to the Soldiers’ Council. Minors were given over to hostels and 

84 Quoted in B , p. 39.
85 On the German memoir literature, see below, Part II, Chapter 1, section ‘The Time of Dread’ 

and the following sections.
86 For example, there were seven such cases published in Rote Fahne on 1 March 1919. Their 

previous off enses had all been under previous regimes. See also Rote Fahne, 16 April 1919, 
for example.

87 See LVA 1/5/1, p. 6. 
88 Baronesse von Medem, who is perhaps related to the offi  cer von Medem in the Freikorps, 

was made a hostage for counterrevolutionary activity in April. See Rote Fahne, 29 April 
1919. 

89 P , p. 214.
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sick people were released to hospitals. Some of those released were put under special 
observation by the militia.90 Generally, the impression one gets from the press is not 
that of an orgy of violence, but of harsh yet fl exible, perhaps arbitrary, meting out of 
sanctions to a population that must have felt itself under constant fear of arrest.91

During March of 1919, the Landeswehr, having recuperated its strength and ex-
panded its ranks with more volunteers from Germany, began its advance eastwards. 
As it approached Mitau, there was alarm in Riga. There were rumors of an army of 
“hundreds of thousands” of Germans with thousands of tanks and hundreds of aircraft, 
all led by Hindenburg , approaching the front. The mood in the general population was, 
according to a Russian memoir and various German accounts, joyous, especially after 
Mitau was reported to have fallen to the Landeswehr, but the mood changed back to 
gloom when Riga was not liberated the same evening. The mood in the city reportedly 
swung back and forth with the rumors of the tide of battle at the front, with panic on the 
faces of the communists whenever the general population found news to celebrate. Ac-
cording to one source, the government threatened execution for anyone caught spread-
ing rumors. Jūlijs Danišev skis, chairman of the Military Revolutionary Council, called 
for an end to retreats and defeatism and began a campaign of mass arrests in the wake 
of the Mitau-battle panic.92

Alarm in the City

When Mitau, about thirty-fi ve kilometers southwest of Riga, fell to the Landeswehr in 
mid-March 1919, the communist regime stepped up the violence and oppression in the 
city. The ongoing elections to the Riga Council of Workers’ Deputies in various fac-
tories and institutions were suspended.93 This was in a way welcomed by the regime, 
since non-Bolshevik candidates had done very well in the elections among union mem-
bers, despite the prohibitions on “capitalist” candidates. They justifi ed the suspension 
by claiming that too many communist voters were away at the front.94

Out of fear that the Landeswehr off ensive would also seize Riga, the Soviet govern-
ment, including Stučka  and Daniševskis , even left Riga, reportedly taking 380  hostages 
with them from Riga’s prisons. That left the Military Revolutionary Committee, now 
seated at the railway station so as to make a hasty retreat, temporarily in charge of 
the city. The government returned a short time later.95 The Bolsheviks were not only 
90 Examples of all these kinds of cases can be found throughout the period. See Rote Fahne 29 

April 1919 for numerous examples. 
91 In the section on German wartime experience we will see what this looked like from the 

perspective of the victims. 
92 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, pp. 255-262; OA 1255/2/42, p. 75 also men-

tions panic in Riga and a weakly-guarded front. The entries in the diary of Baroness von 
Korff  from this period also mention the mood swings in the city, see K  entries for 15, 
16, 18 and 19 March 1919 .

93 Rote Fahne, 16 May 1919 refers back to these elections.
94 H , Legende, p. 337 and footnote 34 on page 346 of that text.
95 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, pp. 258 and 265. The source is not entirely 

clear on the sequence of events.
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 holding hostages in Riga, but had also held them in Mitau; 164 of them, all Germans, 
were evacuated as the city was threatened and force-marched by foot to Riga, an 
 eighteen hour walk, while sixteen were shot along the way.96

 As Soviet military and administrative institutions retreating from Mitau came to 
Riga, they took horses, supplies, archives, machines, and even furniture with them. 
Some Latvian units retreated into Riga and new military units were brought in from 
Russia. The city was noticeably fortifi ed, with machine gun emplacements appearing 
on rooftops, artillery taking up positions at Griesenberg (Grīziņkalns) Park and at the 
railroad station, and additional guards—especially the armed women known to the pop-
ulation as “gun women” (Flintenweiber)—posted near Soviet offi  ces.97 The arrival of 
this new personnel crowding into Riga, as well as the general panic of the regime, led 
to a typical Bolshevik countermeasure: the forced eviction of the bourgeoisie from their 
homes by an order issued on 25 March 1919.98

Aff ected were all bourgeoisie not employed in Soviet institutions who lived along the 
main streets near the city center.99 They were forced to move into empty  working-class 
apartments near the edge of town (the Rote Düna, Griesenberg or the Moscow Vorstadt) 
or, in many if not most cases, to move onto the islands in the river Düna. Those who 
were permitted to stay were not allowed to open windows and were ordered to keep 
curtains closed and not look out onto the street. Apparently, there was fear of sniping 
from disloyal citizens in the event of a battle for the city. The evicted were not allowed 
to take along furniture or “surplus food.” Thousands were forced to move.100 The island 
of Hasenholm, where many of the resettled were taken, was reported to be a concentra-
tion camp in some sources.101 The island was not as barren as it appears today, having 
96 This exodus is recounted in several German memoirs by people who either witnessed the 

event or heard about it at the time, and briefl y in the Russian memoir B , Chetyre 
s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 258. The latter also reports that eighteen German prisoners of war 
were shot in the Mitau prison by Latvian female soldiers. German accounts consider the 
forced march from Mitau part of the martyrdom and passion narrative (see section on Ger-
man wartime experience) and refer to it sometimes as the “Mitau via dolorosa.” See S . 

97 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, pp. 261-262. According to this memoir, many 
of the Russian units arriving were kept in railway cars at the station to prevent them from 
spreading counterrevolutionary spirit in the city. They were guarded by Flintenweiber. The 
Russian troops were apparently unenthused about defending Latvia and provoking another 
war with Germany and upset about being guarded by babki, a derogatory term for women.

98 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, pp. 254-255; this resettlement measure is also 
described in U -S , Erlebnisse, p. 39; K , entries from 22 March to 6 
April; P , chapter XVII quotes the order to leave their homes in full on pages 254-255; 
Rote Fahne, 27 March 1919. D , p. 46, refers briefl y to this as the “confi scation” of 
apartments from “counterrevolutionaries.” See also the fi les in LVA 957/1/, part of the fi les 
of the Housing Administration.

99 The most thorough list of streets is in B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 257.
100 According to one source, twenty thousand people moved onto the Düna islands. P , 

chapter XVII, especially pp. 253-256.
101 Ibidem, p. 256, gives a very bleak impression of the island. The island (Zaķusala) seems very 

desolate today, but at the time there were some houses, two sawmills and even some shops 
on the island. C , p. 134.
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a few small houses and docks for small fi shing boats. But there was nothing to eat and 
certainly not enough shelter for hundreds and especially not thousands of people.102 
Working-class citizens were then allowed to move from their proletarian apartments 
and barracks into the center of town and take over the apartments of the rich.

In typical Soviet fashion, the newspaper Cīņa openly addressed the issue. The So-
viet government had taken extreme measures to destroy housing privileges, the article 
noted:

The privileged, of course, think that the Soviet government’s apartment policy is more de-
structive than ever. Our measures look to the bourgeoisie like truly barbaric, state robbery. 
We take away the apartments from the owners and don’t let them take the furniture with 
them…The bourgeois have to leave the city center and settle on the edge of town…In con-
nection with this “violence” the bourgeoisie has started to long for the Whites.

In truth, the article continues, looked at from the workers’ perspective, there is no 
violence in the apartment question. On the contrary, the Soviet government has ad-
dressed the howling injustice against the workers.103 Indeed, the paper trail in the ar-
chives gives the impression of an orderly resettlement. Notices were sent in advance, 
furniture counted and registered, living quarters assessed and registered, permission 
requested by the various local committees for particular measures, etc.—a paper trail 
which begins before the fall of Mitau, suggesting that the resettlement had been in 
planning for a period of time.104

Eyewitness accounts from the victims give a diff erent impression, however. While 
one account reports that people in the main area aff ected, from the bridge to the Alexan-
der Gate, were given only six hours to pack up and leave, and all the German memoirs 
painted the eviction in brutal colors, a later study showed that not everyone actual-
ly ended up leaving. Of those who did, some managed to return to their apartments 
 later.105 According to one report, there was even general permission to return in April.106 
Others recount the embarrassing encounter between former and new residents after the 
next regime change when people moved back into their homes.107

102 The German reports refer to conditions on Hasenholm as particularly horrifi c. See, for 
example, P , pp. 253-254; W , Das Grauen in Riga. A member of the American 
Relief Administration later called the reports exaggerated, however.

103 Cīņa, 8 April 1919.
104 LVA 957 is the fi le of the Housing Administration (Centrālā Dzivokļu pārvalde). Fonds 

957/1/ has several fi les with written communication on this matter, primarily reports from 
the local commissions administering the policy, for example LVA 957/1/27, p. 42 reports cat-
aloguing furniture, notifying people of apartment confi scation, and notices ordering “bour-
geois” residents to move to Hasenholm island in the river (Zaķusala). LVA 957/1/27 from 
mid-May 1919 is about denying bourgeois permission to return to their housing, now occu-
pied by communists and Soviet institutions.

105 A , p. 88.
106 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, pp. 266-267.
107 P , pp. 322-323.
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March also saw the highpoint of Soviet eff orts to mobilize the population into the 
armed forces. Every few days, diff erent categories of men were called to the fl ag.108 
Apparently, the men of Riga were unwilling to obey the call. Casualties at the front 
were reportedly increasing.109 Memoir writers recall enrolling in university or using 
contacts to get medical discharges. There were complaints being registered by offi  cials 
of poor morale and ill-discipline and desertion. Also, some men were reportedly joining 
the Red Army just to be able to steal goods before deserting.110 

Various policies such as registration of valuables, food, clothing, and furniture, the 
mass “swap” of housing between class groups and the eff orts to mobilize the popula-
tion into the armed forces illustrate the administrative ineffi  ciency of the communist 
regime. The regime issued decrees and sent out armed personnel to execute their pol-
icies, but there is no evidence of successful and established control of the city, more 
a permanent state of emergency than governance. The Bolsheviks were able to imple-
ment their policies broadly by sheer force and by maneuvering a large enough mass of 
loyal population, but the results were only partial. Their policy outran their ability to 
implement it.

The capture of Mitau did not lead to fall of Riga, however. Once the ice on the river 
melted, making it seem impossible that the Landeswehr would ever be able to cross, 
hope gave way to desperation among the non-communist population of the city. The re-
ported arrival of twenty-eight freight cars full of communist posters, brochures, records 
and other material did not improve the mood.111

We can close our fi rst account of the Bolshevik period in Riga with a funeral. 
The fi rst major public event during the Bolshevik period had been the burial of the 
 twenty-seven communists killed during the December mutiny and the capture of the 
city. The Congress of the Latvian Communist Party meeting in the First City Theater 
was interrupted for several hours while the martyrs were interred on the Esplanade, 
now renamed Communard Square. There were speeches, singing, red fl ags, and thou-
sands of people in the wake.112 This tradition of large Latvian funerals in the city going 
back to 1905 and 1915 was also continued shortly before the end of communist power. 

108 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 236 mentions repeated mobilizations start-
ing in March, which is confi rmed by the archives. Specifi cally, he mentions the creation of 
a “Red Regiment of Defenders of Riga,” a “volunteer” force to be created from 20% of the 
men of each department of the Soviet administration. It was poorly trained, poorly equipped 
and could not even fi nd the front. It returned to Riga to the music of the Jewish volunteer 
fi re department band. It was dissolved in April. Ibidem, pp. 261 and 266-267. See LVA 
1338/1/10, p. 1 on the mobilization of former offi  cers; Ibidem, p. 3 for another example, the 
mobilization of all 18 to 40-year-old men in one particular militia district in the city, the city 
center; RGVA 25857/1/1, p. 87 on the mobilization of all men born between 1895 and 1897. 
Ibidem, p. 89 on the mobilization of men born 1884 to 1892 and in 1898 to form the “Riga 
Workers’ Regiment” on 27 March. 

109 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 236.
110 RGVA 25857/1/1, pp. 86 and 104.
111 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 274.
112 See Rote Fahne, 14 January 1919 and S , pp. 157, including a photograph of the pro-

cession.
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On 12 May, only ten days before the end came, two prominent communists were car-
ried to their graves. One of them, Fricis “Azis” Roziņš  (b. 1870), had been among the 
earliest prominent fi gures in the Latvian Social Democratic movement, had translated 
the Communist Manifesto into Latvian, served on the executive committee of Iskolat, 
and had been the agriculture minister of the current Latvian communist regime.113 The 
wake of red fl ags followed the coffi  ns to the Brethren cemetery on the edge of town. 
Prominent individuals and organizations paid their respects and there was singing of 
revolutionary songs and the fi ring of guns. The men and women, the workers of Riga 
then returned to their daily lives.

Much as the creation of the new revolutionary political order and the election of a 
new city government in August of 1917 had been interrupted by the German army, the 
communists were now preparing to organize elections to the Riga Council of Workers’ 
Deputies as the next battle for the city loomed. The elections had been interrupted in 
March during the panic at the fall of Mitau to the Landeswehr. Now, each factory or in-
stitution was to elect one delegate per two hundred workers. In cases of fewer than two 
hundred workers, smaller institutions were to combine to elect delegates.114 However, 
these elections, scheduled to continue through 25 May, were never completed.

Liberation and “White Terror”

Since being chased out of Riga at the beginning of January 1919, the Landeswehr and 
Latvian army units opposing the Red Army had retreated across the fi elds and forests 
of Courland to the west and south. Within a few weeks, they had been pushed back 
into the Courland peninsula behind the Windau River and had set up the city of Libau 
(Liepāja) as their base of supply. Operating from there, they counter-attacked and grad-
ually reconquered the intervening territory. In March they recaptured Mitau (Jelgava), 
only about thirty-fi ve kilometers from Riga, and thereafter stood poised to re-take the 
city. The blow fell on 22 May 1919 and thereafter, the war moved into the countryside 
north and east of Riga.115 The German forces facing Riga were under the command of 
Rüdiger von der Goltz . The Iron Division and, recently sent from Germany, the Guard 
Reserve Division, were regular German formations. The German volunteer Freikorps 
units were made up of volunteers from Germany. The local, Baltic part of the force was 
made up of the Baltic Landeswehr under the command of Major Alfred Fletcher , the a 
unit primarily made up of Baltic Germans but also including a Latvian contingent under 
Colonel Jānis Balodis , and a Russian unit. Although somewhat divided in their various 
motives and long-term objectives, the common anti-communist posture of these units 
aligned them with the “White” side in the broader context of the Russian Civil War. 

113 J , p. 621. From the 1960s to 1992 a bust of Roziņš was among sixteen busts of Latvian 
communist heroes to decorate the Esplanade. About the other deceased, Penne, I have no 
information. He is not mentioned in any of the histories.

114 Rote Fahne, 16 May 1919.
115 There is a sizeable body of literature about this military campaign and especially about the 

political wrangling and intrigue that accompanied it. It is covered in A ; Šilde and 
in smaller works, for example B , Brīvības and N .
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The liberation of Riga from the communists has been immortalized in countless 
published accounts and will be related in greater detail in Part II. In a daring direct as-
sault on the city, forces under von der Goltz  managed to surge toward the city from their 
positions outside of Mitau, cross the river over the one remaining bridge in downtown 
Riga, enter the city and chase the Red Army out within the course of a single day’s 
fi ghting. During the fi ghting, however, the Bolsheviks managed to carry out numerous 
executions of political prisoners. According to one account, 254 bodies were found in 
the courtyard of the main prison, including those of twenty-nine pastors and eleven 
women. Furthermore, they found out that only four days before, three hundred people 
had been deported to the Andronikovsky prison camp in Moscow.116 Nonetheless, the 
Red Army was beaten back into Latgale in eastern Latvia with little further trouble. 
Alfred Fletcher , commanding the Landeswehr, became governor of Riga.

The immediate reaction to liberation was one of relief by practically the whole city 
population. “Riga was celebrating its resurrection from the dead,” according to one 
Russian witness.117 All of the streets, especially those in the city center, were full of 
happy people. Many immediately set to work obliterating the overt signs of communist 
rule, taking down storefront and street signs and destroying the communist artwork 
that had gone up on Communard Square for the May Day parade. Artillery captured 
from the communists at the Dvina fortress near the mouth of the river and piles of arms 
dropped by fl eeing Bolsheviks were put on display in town for the crowds to see.118

When Riga fell to the “Whites” on 22 May 1919, and the new conquerors or liber-
ators—depending on one’s viewpoint—imposed their regime on the city, the violence 
did not stop. Instead, there was a new wave of regime violence against people in the 
city, a campaign of punishment against any and all Bolsheviks who could be found. In 
the resulting massacre, at least several hundred people were killed.119 The acts of ven-
geance and justice began even before the combat for the city was over.120 The fi rst to die 

116 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 281.
117 Ibidem.
118 Ibidem.
119 There are few accounts of this so-called “White terror.” Marxist-Leninist literature avoids 

covering it in detail, perhaps because it represents a Bolshevik military defeat. For the West, 
the events are unsavory or were not lodged in the collective memory. Baltic German ac-
counts are rare and lack detail, the mention of it without any further content by Isa M  
on 1 June 1919 is perhaps typical: “The Whites are dealing quite harshly with the Bolsheviks 
who were left behind.” (“Die Weißen gehen jetzt auch sehr streng mit den zurückgeblie-
benen Bolschewiken um.”) Riga newspapers do not mention it. A reporter from a Dutch 
newspaper appears to have been in Riga and reported in his home paper on having seen a 
mass execution. I have not managed to get copies of his reports, however. The account here 
has been pieced together from a rather eclectic array of sources including Baltic German and 
Latvian memoirs and the trial records of Andrievs Niedra, who was put on trial for his coups 
in Liepāja, the “White Terror” and other misdeeds, in September of 1924. See Mahz. Andr. 
Needras prahwa, parts 1 and 2.

120 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, p. 47; In some accounts, what appears to be combat 
may in fact be executions. See S , p. 46. There, the Germans are combing the 
city for Bolsheviks and there are shots fi red from the houses. The resistance is crushed. This 
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were the armed communist women, the infamous Flintenweiber who were reportedly 
shot on sight when they were found in the city.121 Even a communist source mentions 
that most of the victims were women, without mentioning female militia, however.122

By all accounts, the fi rst several days, perhaps even the fi rst ten days, were char-
acterized by wanton shootings. People were being shot on the street where they were 
found or taken out of their houses or workplaces and shot on the spot, in broad day-
light,123 or taken to improvised places such as the circus building on Parkstrasse for 
execution.124 There are reports of dvorniki (groundskeepers) being taken into the court-
yards of their apartment buildings and being executed together with their families. All 
the communist patients of the First City Hospital, and forty patients and personnel of 
the Second City Hospital were reportedly shot in front of the hospital. Produkts, a coop-
erative of 110 stores set up in 1917 and then reestablished under the communist regime 
in 1919, was also a target of German ire. Its workers, especially the cashiers, were  taken 
out of the stores on Lager Strasse, Kurische Strasse and Kalnzeemsche Strasse and 
shot, together with their families.125 At the 1924 Niedra  trial in Riga, a witness reported 
seeing multiple cases where German troops would shout, “Halt!” and then shoot people 
immediately. He saw nine people shot near the Kommerz Hotel and thrown into the city 
canal. Eight of them were Latvians, one a Russian.126 There are, however, also reports 
of prisoners being taken even during combat operations, so obviously not everyone was 
being shot on site.127

During the initial liberation, on 22 May, there is one account of civilians—men, 
women, and children—taking an active part in at least seeking out Bolsheviks in 
hiding, especially the Flintenweiber, and reporting them to the German troops, who 
would then immediately execute them.128 By all accounts, however, it was the German 
Freikorps and Landeswehr troops doing the actual shooting, and not civilians nor the 
Latvian troops under commanding offi  cer Colonel Jānis Balodis  who entered the city 
after the battle. The Latvian Balodis  participated in a fi eld court from 29 May to 6 June 

could well be the same kind of thing that P  is describing as summary executions—Bol-
sheviks being dragged from their hiding places, put up against the next wall and shot. See pp. 
329-330.

121 P , pp. 329-330; M , 1 June 1919; B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 
254 is a Russian account of this. There are several German-language memoirs and diaries 
which report the killing of the Flintenweiber. Those impressions will be covered in the chap-
ter on German wartime experience.

122 K , Sotsialisticheskaia v. 2, p. 86.
123 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, p. 178; Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 1. dała, p. 47; 

P , pp. 328-332 relays several incidents.
124 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, p. 193.
125 K , Sotsialisticheskaia v. 2, p. 86.
126 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, pp. 174 and 178, Lācis testimony.
127 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 281; DSHI 120 BR/BLW x/1 shows photo-

graphs of Red Army soldiers as prisoners before, during and after the fi ghting in the city.
128 P , pp. 328-330.
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and so put a Latvian signature on many executions, however.129 No other accounts I 
have found mention anyone but Germans and, surprisingly, unlike 1915 and 1917, no 
sources mention a Selbstschutz being formed. The violence in the city often appears as 
simply a continuation of the cruel, no-holds-barred fi ghting that had gone on through-
out the winter and spring in the towns and forests of Courland. Several accounts speak 
of vengeance, as almost all Landeswehr men had relatives and friends in areas behind 
Bolshevik lines. This was also the continuation of the simple and common practice of 
quickly, almost spontaneously deciding over life and death in the heat of battle in war 
where few prisoners were taken. George Popoff   describes the complete transforma-
tion of an old friend who had formerly been a mild-mannered, intellectual type. Now, 
having returned to Riga in the ranks of the Landeswehr, he excitedly explained how 
he chased down and shot two communists.130 In the fi les of the Landeswehr there is 
an account of a man who was in the crowd greeting the German troops coming over 
the bridge. The witness reported that the man shouted something, was pulled from the 
crowd, put up against a nearby wall, and shot. In another part of the city, earlier that 
day, they had captured three Latvian Red Army men, who were quickly interrogated. 
One seemed sincere and was released, the other two were shot.131

There were bodies everywhere, especially during the fi rst several days after the 
recapture of the city. There was no offi  cial eff ort made to clear away the bodies for 
three days when, on orders of the military command, old carts were used to load up 
the corpses, now covered with green fl ies, and carry them off .132 One witness said, 
“[a]ll the streets were full of dead bodies.”133 He saw “piles” of people, “stacked like 
wood” at the Matisi Cemetery in the Moscow section of town. Two long trenches were 
being dug.134 One witness at the same location described two hundred bodies of “com-
munists.”135 But many of those shot were left on the street or in the courtyards of the 
houses where they had died. A Russian witness later wrote about the public reaction to 
the scene:

I myself saw how tens of good and humane people, who probably would have gotten sick in 
times of peace, now calmly walking down bloody streets looking carefully at shattered skulls 
out of which brains were hanging, legs that had been thrashed with knives, from which the 
economical Germans had managed to remove the boots. They also walked cold-bloodedly 

129 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, p. 176, Lācis testimony. See also A , p. 457. 
He says that this tribunal executed “a great number of communists, Soviet regime supporters 
and persons whom the local Baltic Germans simply didn’t like.” According to K , entry 
for 30 May 1919, the fi rst death sentence passed by this court was on two German offi  cers 
and three soldiers who had stolen from stores of items which the Bolsheviks had confi scated.

130 P , pp. 331-332.
131 DSHI 120 I/2, Fehrmann.
132 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 282.
133 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, p. 173, Lācis testimony.
134 Ibidem, p. 176, Lācis testimony.
135 K , entry for 30 May, 1919.
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to bodies which had been covered with mats, lifted them up, spat with disgust, and walked 
away…136

Another witness describes the scene in very similar terms, referring to “society la-
dies…taking part in the hunt for their former torturers and watching their execution 
without a sign of emotion.” The same witness describes heaps of bodies, mostly of 
combatants, however. The Flintenweiber lay around in heaps, shoved off  the sidewalks 
into the streets.137

It is evident that any suspicion could get one killed during the fi rst days of chaos in 
late May when people were being shot on sight. A British eyewitness noted on 4 June 
that you only needed to point your fi nger at someone and say he is a Bolshevik to have 
them shot. The Germans had “instituted a reign of terror which if anything exceeded 
the one that preceded it.”138 The same person—probably going on second-hand infor-
mation, as he was writing in Libau—in what might be a reference to the treatment of 
armed Bolshevik women, reported that there was more than just killing involved:

They have shot hundreds of people in Riga—some real Bolsheviks—many quite innocent 
and they have done a worse thing—young girls have been horribly treated—and Col. Greene  
[an American Relief Association representative] said he had actually confi rmed cases where 
girls of fi fteen and sixteen had been beaten half to death—then raped—then shot—by the 
Boche.139

There is evidence that the victims did not have a much better chance in front of 
the fi eld courts, which were very eager to condemn people to death on any pretext. 
Systematic searches were carried out in the city and a denunciation was enough to 
be arrested.140 In one case, a red commissar named Šukuts , who was known to have 
treated prisoners well during the Bolshevik rule of the city, went into hiding for several 
days and, from hiding, managed to get letters of support from both the Minister of War 
and former mayor Krastkalns  (who had been cooperative with the Germans in several 
capacities during their occupation of 1917-1918), as well as a note from a pastor who 
testifi ed that the commissar had saved his life. When Šukuts turned himself in, thinking 
these documents would exonerate him, he was shot.141 There are other reports that Te-
odors Vankin s, minister of war on the Niedra cabinet, managed to have two men saved. 
136 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 282.
137 P , pp. 328-330.
138 HI Hamilton, Latvia, p. 18. Hamilton wrote brief reports on his visit to the Baltic countries 

with the American Relief Administration in the summer of 1919. This document is his report 
on Latvia. See also K , entries for 24-27 May 1919. She was in Riga and committed to 
her diary that people were being executed on the slightest suspicion and without trial.

139 HI Hamilton, Latvia, p. 18. The same source, p. 15, puts the orgy of violence in the context 
of the 22 May massacre in the central prison: “It isn’t hard to understand why it is that the 
White Guards take no prisoners. Neither is it hard to understand why the Germans execute 
all the Bolshevikis who are captured.”

140 A , p. 441.
141 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, pp. 67-68, Brederman testimony.
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Arbitrary factors such as the pleading of family members or the paying of a “fee” also 
saved some from death.142

Field tribunals were set up at several locations throughout the city—according to 
one source, they started operating more formally around 29 or 30 May.143 According to 
the Baltic German witness Percy Meyer , captured Red Army soldiers and Bolsheviks 
were kept on the west bank of the river, near the Lübeck Bridge, in front of the city 
offi  ces (Stadthaus). They could be seen standing around and talking. There was room 
for a large crowd of onlookers to gather, and occasionally they would throw food or 
a letter to the prisoners. A fi eld court was set up inside and the sentences were carried 
out with revolver shots in the courtyard. The bodies could be seen through gaps in the 
fence.144 Another witness named Parkstrasse (perhaps the circus building mentioned 
earlier), and Elisabethstrasse as the locations of fi eld tribunals.145

Within a few days, Fletcher  published a list of off enses which could result in pun-
ishment up to and including execution. They included failure to obey the curfew, use 
of a private telephone or failure to report having a private telephone, failure to report 
weapons, failure to report that one had worked for the communist regime, and aiding 
and abetting the hiding or escape of communists.146 There were also reports before the 
capture of the city that people in Riga were already drawing up lists of “Bolsheviks 
ripe for shooting” (“abschussreifer Bolschewiken”) for use upon liberation.147 It is not 
known to what extent such lists really existed and whether or not they were used by 
authorities to fi nd and eliminate communists. On 28 May, Fletcher  ordered that there 
was to be no more killing except in combat situations (presumably referring to execu-
tion without trial).148 Two days later eighteen people, nine men and nine women (some 
with the same last names, married couples or siblings), were sentenced to death by 
fi ring squad. They were shot on 3 June.149 On 1 June, giving a hint that there was in fact 
an ethnic dimension to the massacre, Fletcher  published an order to the eff ect that all 
nationalities should be treated with respect, noting “[w]e didn’t come as liberators to 
embitter the population.”150

While the victims were ostensibly Bolsheviks or collaborators of various kinds, and 
even some Latvian accounts use those labels,151 there are indications that the Germans 
cast their net much wider. Some Latvian sources, including prominent witnesses, see 
in the “terror” an anti-Latvian measure taken to establish total German control of the 

142 Ibidem, pp. 195-196, Kudzitis testimony.
143 K , entry for 30 May 1919.
144 M , pp. 43-44.
145 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, p. 228, Liepiņš testimony.
146 K , Sotsialisticheskaia v. 2, pp. 80-81.
147 BA R 8025/34, p. 125.
148 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, p. 179, Lācis testimony.
149 BA R 8025/28, p. 166.
150 LVVA 2842/1/30.
151 K , entries for 24 to 27 May 1919 refers to the victims repeatedly as communists or Red 

Army soldiers, but also mentions civilians.
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city.152 One Latvian witness—who also used the label “Bolsheviks” and “communists” 
to refer to the victims—also referred to the whole process as a “German punishment 
expedition,” the same term used to describe the retribution against the rebels in 1906-
1907.153 At the 1924 Niedra  trial, General Balodis  testifi ed that when he entered Riga 
(a day after the fi ghting, on 23 May 1919) and heard reports of Latvians being mur-
dered, it became clear to him why his troops had been diverted by Fletcher  and only 
German troops had entered the city initially.154 According to this and other testimony, 
the Germans used to opportunity not only to clear the city of Bolsheviks and their 
sympathizers, but also to get rid of Ulmanis  supporters. When, during late May, a jour-
nalist asked Minister of War Teodors Vankins  to stop the killing, the latter reportedly 
answered, “Riga is full of Ulmanis  sympathizers who need to be rendered harmless.”155 
Another witness, one Lācis, was also told that a pile of bodies he saw near the cemetery 
were “Ulmanieši” (“Ulmanis  men”).156 He later reported that when he appealed to 
ministers Niedra  and Vankins , he was sent away until, upon his third visit, Vankins  told 
him, “[e]verybody knows that Riga is full of Ulmanis  men and Bolsheviks…” Asked if 
Ulmanis  supporters were being shot, he answered, “[t]he soldiers know what they have 
to do, and I won’t interfere.”157 The slaughter was, according to a variety of Latvian 
witnesses, thus not only part of an anti-Bolshevik cleansing or campaign of ideology or 
vengeance. It was also another round of a potential civil war, this time driven by the na-
tionalist, conservative, and military elements. Major Fletcher  was clearing the ground 
of all potential political opposition, not only from the present enemy—the Red Army 
and its sympathizers—but also preemptively fi ghting against the Ulmanis  government 
and its armed forces currently in Estonia.

One of the more vivid accounts was left by a member of the American Relief Ad-
ministration outside of Riga. The depiction gives the impression that these kinds of 
events were well-rehearsed and had become routine.

Our representative in Riga attended one of the executions a few days ago—to-
gether with our moving picture operators. The German offi  cer in charge was very 
accommodating and speeded up the party as much as possible so that the light 
would be good for the pictures. The whole aff air was businesslike in the extreme. 
The Bolshevikis—eighteen in number—were marched out to the fi eld by a de-
tachment of Boche soldiers. When they arrived there they were told to take off  
their boots (leather must not be wasted) and then compelled to lie down on the 
ground fl at on their stomachs. There they were surrounded by several cordons 
of soldiers with fi xed bayonets and the death sentence read to them. (Up to this 
time they did not know they were to be executed.) Meantime the fi ring squad was 

152 A , p. 441 for example, an émigré historian writing after World War Two, notes that 
Riga was “totally under the control of the ‘White Germans,’ who “took revenge not only on 
communists, but on Latvians.” See also K , entry for 25 May 1919.

153 K , entry for 25 May 1919: “In Riga the German punishment expedition is in full force.”
154 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, p. 30, Balodis testimony.
155 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 1. dała, p. 48, indictment.
156 Mahz. Andr. Needras prahwa, 2. dała, p. 176, Lācis testimony.
157 Ibidem, pp. 173-174.
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lined up a few yards from a big hole in the ground with a wall behind it. The fi r-
ing squad consisted of nine rifl emen. The Bolsh's were to be killed off  by threes, 
each receiving three bullets. When all was ready the offi  cer called the name of the 
fi rst detail. The men named immediately jumped to their feet and ran to the hole, 
took a look at their grave, turned, faced the fi ring squad and stood to attention. 
No bandages over their eyes, nothing. They just trotted into place like boys lining 
up for a Virginia Reel—and the fi rst one actually looked his executioners in the 
eye, threw back his head and laughed. "Fire" said the lieutenant and as they fall 
backward into the hole, "next three men here" and then up they came trotting, 
took a look at their mangled fellows in the pit and faced the fi ring squad. Not a 
whimper—not a word—"Fire"—"next three men" and so on till the end, taking 
about ten minutes for the lot. Gosh! The movie operator who took the pictures 
said it got his goat. "I've taken lots of executions" he remarked, "but they have 
always got up and walked away afterward."

We expect to move to Riga soon—it's a jolly place.158

Estimates of the total number of people to die during the “White Terror” vary from 
four hundred to four and half thousand.159 The lower number is from the memoirs of 
Andrievs Niedra , who was put on trial after the war for the coups against Ulmanis  and 
for crimes committed during his ten weeks in power. He admitted that four hundred 
people had been executed by the military government.160 A letter from Riga commu-
nists to their party central committee sent during June of 1919 gives the higher number, 
even reporting exact numbers of people executed on certain days, detail lending some 
credibility to the account. Their numbers would indicate that the killing did not stop 
after the fi rst several days or even after Fletcher  published the prohibition on executions 
without trial. The letter reports 140 executed on 6 June, 160 on 8 June, three hundred 
on the tenth and fi fty-eight more on the eleventh, all of these shootings taking place 

158 HI Hamilton, Latvia, pp. 15-16. The fi lm of these executions has survived in the Hoover 
Institution Archives as part of the Herman Axelbank Motion Picture Film Collection. The 
fi lm depicts eighteen men being shot in groups of three. See P . Orbison reportedly 
had photographs of some of the killings. See O , Children, p. 144. Those may have 
survived as well.

159 K , entry for 27 May 1919, mentions but expresses some doubt about a much higher 
number, in that she extrapolates from rumours or propaganda and includes a wider area than 
just Riga: “[in many places] they are shooting Red Army soldier prisoners, even though they 
say that they are not shooting draftees. But there are only four to fi ve hundred prisoners in 
Riga…Where are the thirty thousand? The Germans boast that they have captured thirty 
thousand Bolsheviks and intend to shoot them.” (“Vāci lielās, ka sagūstīti 30,000 lielnieku 
un tos visus nošaušot….”)

160 N , p. 244. He was careful to mention that the communists had executed ten times as 
many. He also noted, p. 243, that the communists were not considered a party at war, but 
criminals. That perspective is consistent with accounts of communist soldiers being executed 
upon capture, even if caught wearing a uniform, which would normally give them protection 
as prisoners of war.
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in the Central Prison.161 Another source claims that a total of about 4,500 people were 
shot without trial and that sixty to eighty people were being shot per day in the central 
prison.162 A Dutch correspondent reported witnessing a mass execution (“Massenfusi-
lierung”) of fi fty. A Latvian witness quotes in her diary German lieutenants as boast-
ing, “[w]e’re shooting Bolsheviks like sparrows, today six hundred, tomorrow several 
thousand.”163 While boasting and rumors such as that cannot be taken literally, in light 
of the high rates of killing evident from various sources, some number of those shot in 
the low thousands seems entirely plausible.

The offi  cial measures taken by Fletcher  to slow the killing have been mentioned. 
There is some evidence that the fi nal stop was put on the executions only when foreign 
pressure was applied on the Germans. The most specifi c account claims that the Amer-
ican relief offi  cer Colonel Carlson  inspected the situation in Riga and investigated the 
reports of widespread terror. He then spoke to Captain Harris  of the destroyer HMS 
Vancouver, the only Allied ship in port at the time. Harris  himself then went to the 
German headquarters and demanded, on the authority of the British Royal Navy, that 
the killing stop—and it did.164

The “White Terror” was accompanied by systematic eff orts at establishing and 
maintaining control. Arms and stolen property were requisitioned and collected. A 
self-defense force was established for maintaining order in the city. It was made up of 
men who were forty-two or older, or other men who were incapable of serving in the 
regular armed forces. Until 1 June, nobody was allowed to leave the city without the 
permission of the authorities.165 After the Bolsheviks were chased away, Fletcher  re-
mained in control, but also set up a temporary civilian administration in the city. Niedra  
did not arrive until several days later.166 Beginning early on, there was a comprehen-
sive eff ort, coinciding with the “terror,” to cleanse the city administration of anyone 
associated with the Bolsheviks. Everybody hired by the city after 3 January 1919 was 
considered fi red, but was required to keep working at their posts and help maintain 
order. They were also required to register with the police. Anyone who had been fi red 
during the Bolshevik period was required to report back for duty. Pay would be given 
for the period up to the date of dismissal. It was assumed that all young male members 
of the city administration would now join the Baltische Landeswehr.167 All teachers, 
for example, were required to report when they had been hired. Like the adminstrative 
161 K , Sotsialisticheskaia v. 2, p. 85; P , p. 184 also cites the number of victims at 

4,500.
162 A , p. 441. He notes that fi ve hundred had been killed by the whites in Mitau, two 

hundred in Tuckum, and 125 in Dünamünde, rates which suggest that in the larger city of 
Riga a much higher number would be expected.

163 K , entry for 24 May 1919.
164 HI Hamilton, Latvia, pp. 18-19; P , p. 184 also reports that the violence was only stopped 

because of Allied pressure. The British archives might also be a place to look for evidence 
on the nature and extent of the “White Terror.” Surprisingly, however, the biography of Earl 
Alexander of Tunis, who arrived in Riga on 5 June, does not mention it. See N .

165 Russkoe Slovo, 28 May 1919.
166 DSHI 140 Balt. 543.
167 LVVA 2842/1/30, pp. 1-4.
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employees, all those teachers who were hired on or after 3 January 1919, the day the 
Bolsheviks had moved into Riga, were summarily fi red. All schools were ordered to 
stop operating immediately until given permission to reopen.168 All former Red Army 
members were systematically registered, a process which took longer than expected.169

Despite the German crackdown, power relationships were not at all clear in June. 
Kārlis Ulmanis , considered by many to be the rightfully elected prime minister of Lat-
via, was in Estonia. An Estonian army with some Latvian support was soon advancing 
south into Latvia to help re-install him into power. The Baltische Landeswehr was 
maintaining order in the city, pursuing the Red Army to the east, and preparing to possi-
bly face the Estonian threat from the north. German Freikorps units were also involved. 
At the same time, there were Allied ships in the harbor, Allied sailors and military mis-
sions in the city, not to mention a starving population exhausted by war. 

Uncertainty and Transition

The following months were marked by unabated political instability and change. The 
overall political situation in the region was confusing. In Riga, political power was 
held by the Niedra  government and the German forces under Fletcher , accompanied by 
those Latvian troops under Colonel Balodis  who had been on the campaign in Cour-
land and during the liberation of the city. To the north, operating from Estonia, was the 
Estonian army and Latvian army units under Colonel Zemitans . While all these forces 
were arrayed against the Bolsheviks, who were still on Latvian territory in the east, the 
northern forces still supported the internationally recognized Provisional Government 
under Kārlis Ulmanis , while the Germans in Riga still backed the government of Pastor 
Niedra  which had been brought to power by the Germans in the coups against Ulmanis , 
while non-Bolshevik control of the country was still centered on Libau. 

Inside the city, the political mood was precarious. Niedra  declared on 29 May 1919, 
only a week after the liberation of the city, that not all elements of the population were 
ready for political participation. An elected self-administration for the city would be a 
bad idea, he argued, because the communists might win. The workers need a voice in 
power, however. He told of negotiations with diff erent factions and organizations and 
said he was willing to negotiate with Ulmanis  and eventually step down.170 An article 
in the Russian daily paper noted a change of attitude among the population. The various 
nationalities had begun to come together in late 1918, but the Bolsheviks had imposed 
themselves on that process while most people were still fi ghting among themselves. 
The recent fi ghting had brought about a sea change, however, and most people were 
now focusing on cooperation to build a free country and rejuvenate the devastated 
economy.171 There was indeed some cooperation. In mid-June representatives of the 
various national groups and political parties met to negotiate the composition of a new 

168 Russkoe Slovo, 28 May 1919 and 29 May 1919.
169 Ibidem, 31 May 1919.
170 Ibidem, 29 May 1919.
171 Ibidem, 1 June 1919.
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city Duma of ninety seats. The meeting could not reach an agreement, however.172 De-
spite this failure, the eff ort shows that signs of reconciliation were beginning to appear 
even as the bloodbath in the city continued. 

The national groups started the summer with a common sense of relief and perhaps 
even some unity. A delegation of representatives of all of Riga’s ethnic groups visited 
Major Bishop, commander of the Iron Division, on 4 June to off er their thanks for 
liberating the city from the Reds.173 The Russian newspaper Russkoe Slovo called in 
early June for unity between the nationalities. It stressed, however, that the time had 
not come for democracy. The ongoing civil war and general state of economic ruin had 
exacerbated ethnic hatreds. Instead, a government based on the broad acceptance of 
the “healthy” layers of society should assume power.174 For many, it seems, the lower 
classes had proven themselves “unhealthy,” incapable of governance.

One measure of how things were fairing between the city’s various populations is 
the situation with the schools. When the city had fallen, school was not in session, so 
nothing happened right away except the usual fi ring of all the teachers—the third since 
1917. All teachers—like the other civil servants— were fi red and had to re-apply for 
their jobs, in this case with the Culture Department. In July a new Riga school com-
mission was formed which included teacher representatives.175 The new policy now put 
in place was not unlike the German policy of the previous year, but this time with the 
Latvians benefi tting most, in that Latvian was required to be taught at all schools and 
Latvian children would not attend schools unless those schools had Latvian as their lan-
guage of instruction. Generally, the policy was more liberal, however. The Alexander 
Gymnasium was not given to the Russians, as they apparently expected, but schools in 
all languages were permitted to open and operate.

In late June there was a decisive battle in what was unfolding as the Latvian War of 
Independence. About seventy kilometers northeast of Riga, the Estonian and Latvian 
forces operating from the north met the German forces operating out of Riga in a battle 
at Wenden (Cēsis). The northern forces were victorious in the brief clash and the Esto-
nians and their Latvian allies advanced from the north with the German troops falling 
back into the city.

The reaction to these developments was dependent on one’s ethnicity or political 
loyalty and, according to a report made to the German foreign offi  ce by a local infor-
mant, ranged from joy on the part of the Latvians through indiff erence on the part of 
the remaining Russian and Jewish population, to extreme worry and even panic on the 
part of the German-speaking population. From Friday to Sunday (27-29 June) the city 
was in complete confusion. The political situation was totally unclear and the popula-
tion was alarmed. The Germans were worried about a return of political and economic 
oppression and their mood approached that of late December 1918, when the Red Army 
had been bearing down on the city and thousands had fl ed. Members of the National 
Committee were leaving the city, presumably heating up rumors and contributing to the 

172 Ibidem, 12 June, 1919.
173 Ibidem, 6 June 1919.
174 Ibidem, 7 and 11 June 1919.
175 V , p. 41.
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worry.176 The city even came under direct attack by Estonian infantry, who were beaten 
back, and bombardment by an Estonian armored train on the afternoon of 2 July, killing 
more than thirty civilians, including women, and damaging the water supply system. 
Both sides were reported to be using poison gas.177

While the battle at Wenden, which had brought the Estonian army to the gates of 
Riga, with only about six thousand men per side and fewer than six hundred combat 
deaths in total, was a small event when compared to the scale of the fi ghting during the 
world war, it ushered in a major shift in the Baltic political landscape. Coming only 
a week before the Treaty of Versailles, which sealed the fate of the German Reich, 
this tiny Baltic battle fi nally determined the fate of Riga. Latvian participation on the 
winning side gave Ulmanis  the prestige to realize his vision of a Latvian state,178 even 
though it was won with Estonian armored trains and bayonets more than by Latvian 
prowess. Indeed, it was only the intervention of the Allies that ultimately prevented the 
Estonian army from stealing the show. The Estonian rank and fi le was intent on entering 
Riga and holding a triumphal parade in a “German” city.179 As it turned out, the warring 
parties, under the watchful eye of the British, American, and French representatives, 
agreed to a peaceful resolution of the situation at Strasdenhof (Strazdamuiža) just out-
side Riga.180 The Germans, reeling from both their local defeat and the news from the 
peace treaty in France, agreed to leave Riga. Latvian troops from both armies—Balo-
dis ’ forces who had fought alongside the Germans since January and Zemitans ’ forces 
who had fought with the Estonians—entered Riga in triumph on 8 July. Niedra  was 
removed from power and Ulmanis  and his cabinet were able return to Riga.181 While 
the Ulmanis  government and the nascent Latvian state would not be free from external 
threats for another year, this was to be the last regime change in Riga during the period 
of war and revolution. Ulmanis  and his provisional government were now in place and 
would lead the country into the interwar period. 

The military situation was at last partially cleared up, in that Major Fletcher  was 
removed from the command of the Landeswehr and the Landeswehr units fi ghting in 
the east against the communist forces were put under the command of a 27-year-old 

176 BA R 8025 pp. 34 and 58. See also the diary of Isa M , who describes the worry and 
uncertainty quite vividly. Several of her acquaintances planned on leaving Riga. See entries 
for 25 June to 4 July 1919.

177 On Estonian shelling see O , Children, p. 109. He mentions only artillery on 3 July 
and the imposition of martial law. HI ARA 338-1, Foreman, telegram, p. 1 says the shelling 
was on 2 July and gives more details, including the reference to poison gas. B , 
P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, p. 9 mentions a furious bombardment with heavy artillery causing 
fi res and the loss of innocent life. Georg von R , Baltic States, p. 72 says the Estonians 
were trying to enter the city. For a vivid report of the mood in the city, see BA R 8025/34, 
p. 58, Stimmungsbericht aus Riga von einem erbetenen Vertrauensmann.

178 D , p. 286 argues this way. See also B , p. 589.
179 B , p. 589.
180 James Alexander, a British Lt. Col. at the meeting, penned an amusing account of the six and 

a half hours of negotation. See N , p. 54.
181 R , Baltic States, p. 72.
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British lieutenant colonel, James Alexander .182 The German units under von der Goltz  
remained a potential problem, however. They evacuated Riga as agreed and moved 
south of the city to Mitau. They were supposed to leave Latvia altogether.183

During the rest of July, the streets of the city were generally quiet. Although some 
French soldiers were in the city now, security was being provided by the Latvian sol-
diers of the northern army. They caused some disturbances, having been paid in Es-
tonian money and often forcing this unwanted currency on the population. Estonian 
troops were on the outskirts of town, but not in the city itself.184 There was some ten-
sion, however, between the Latvian and German Freikorps troops, including rumors 
of a Latvian plan to disarm the German troops as the latter withdrew from the city in 
late July. Most of the soldiers, Latvian and German, had gone off  to the front to chase 
the Bolsheviks further east and there were, at most, a thousand Latvian soldiers in all 
of Riga.185 The Allied troops were also involved in some unpleasantness, including a 
scuffl  e, with shots fi red, between British and German soldiers and some disagreements 
between the U.S. mission and the German leadership.186

Reversing the relocation policies of the Bolsheviks was among the fi rst priorities 
for Riga’s new leaders. Families were returned to the residences from which the com-
munists had forcibly removed them during April and May.187 This process took at least 
until early June to complete when the papers were still reporting confusion between 
owners and tenants, a confusion exacerbated by the introduction of new locally-printed 
Riga currency.188 The general state of economic ruin could not be reversed quickly, 
however. A Russian newspaper lamented the total impoverishment of “wealthy Riga” 
(bogataia Riga): the nobility, the bourgeoisie, the industrialists, etc. had all been ruined 
by the communist regime. Meanwhile, the farmers were taking advantage of the starv-
ing cities by demanding exorbitant prices for food.189

American Summer

For the fi rst several days, the occupying forces were unable to provide much relief 
to the starving population, although there is at least one report of civilians crowding 

182 This was the same Alexander who would go on to lead the American and British forces in the 
Mediterranean in the Second World War—Field Marshal Early Alexander of Tunis. There 
is a chapter on Alexander’s role in the Baltic in his biography. See N , pp. 47-66. 
According to this account, and citing a Baltic German Landeswehr member as a witness, it 
was primarily Alexander and the Landeswehr’s loyalty to him personally that prevented the 
Landeswehr from switching sides during the siege of Riga by the forces under von der Goltz 
in October of 1919. See N , p. 59.

183 This rather confusing period is covered in B /B /F /S /Z , 
pp. 131-132.

184 R 8025 34, p. 22.
185 Ibidem, pp. 58 and 62.
186 HI Hamilton, Latvia, p. 20; HI ARA 338-1, Foreman, pp. 1-2.
187 Russkoe Slovo, 31 May 1919.
188 Ibidem, 6 June 1919. 
189 Ibidem, 29 May 1919.
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around to be fed by the Landeswehr supply kitchens as early as 22 May.190 Riga would 
survive the following months without mass starvation due to American and other for-
eign help. The American Relief Administration (ARA), which was sending relief mis-
sions to various locations in Eastern Europe, sent a mission to the Baltic region under 
Colonel Warwick Greene . A vivid eyewitness account of what transpired in Riga was 
left by the head of the Children’s Relief Department of the ARA in Courland and later 
chief of the Latvian Section under the Childfund, Thomas John Orbison . He had been 
a career military man since serving in the conquest of Puerto Rico and was a doctor of 
psychology.191 Feeding the starving population was for him not only a Christian and 
humanitarian concern. It also had political motivation. For Orbison , more food meant 
less Bolshevism. And it boosted the morale of the White Armies when fathers knew that 
their wives and children were being fed.192

Plans had been afoot since March for cooperation between Fletcher’s  troops and 
the ARA. The Landeswehr was even considering the complete evacuation of women, 
children, elderly, and the sick by sea after the liberation of the city.193 It never came to 
the evacuation—conditions in the city were secure enough, with the Red Army quickly 
retreating far into the interior, and the Entente did not formally end the blockade. Amer-
ican aid did arrive, however. 

The fi rst American help arrived on 28 May 1919. The Lake Mary, which had left 
Rotterdam on the morning of the twenty-second for Libau, came carrying 1500 tons of 
food from the United States, including meat, milk and a thousand tons of wheat fl our. 
A member of the ARA Baltic Mission on board later said they came knowing nothing 
about the area except that the people were at war with the Bolsheviks and had noth-
ing to eat.194 The very next day there was a bread distribution from the newly stocked 
municipal stores, 1.5 lbs. per person for the price of 2.10 rubles per pound. A few days 
 later, a load of sugar, salt, fl our and pasta arrived from Mitau. Fish also re-appeared on 
the local market.195 A distribution system was set up to send the food arriving as aid 
from abroad to the municipal soup kitchens all over the city. Dozens of distribution 
points were listed in the papers. But according to one report, even as more and more 
bakeries were stocked, the lines kept getting longer and longer. People were even queu-
ing up before the end of curfew at six in the morning.196

190 P , p. 327.
191 O , Children, passim. 
192 Ibidem, p. 138. It must be noted, however, that the memoir is quite a touching account and 

shows that on the ground, humanitarian concerns most certainly played a role in the personal 
motivations of the men involved. See also O , Diary, for an account of his time in Lat-
via.

193 OA 1255/2/42, pp. 77-78.
194 Russkoe Slovo, 3 June 1919. See also A , p. 142; B , Chetyre s polovi-

noi mesiatsa, p. 282; HI Hamilton, Latvia, pp. 3-6 and 11-14. The Ameican source repeatedly 
refers to the area as “Russia” and does not really seem to understand the complex political 
situation. 

195 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 282.
196 Russkoe Slovo, 8 June 1919; A , pp. 142-145 describes the distribution system in 

detail.
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A British ship carrying food arrived in Riga at the end of May, but the British per-
sonnel were met with whistles and jeers from the people. Sailors who came ashore were 
beaten up in Riga for having abandoned the city to the communist invasion fi ve months 
before.197 A few days later, there were reports of Germans making fun of British sea-
men in the city.198 Other ships came from Rotterdam and Copenhagen. A Swedish ship 
arrived with the particular mission of helping the small Swedish population.199 Another 
American ship, the Lake Tulare arrived at the end of June and was stormed by crowds 
of hungry people.200 

Generally, however, things were orderly. This was due in no small degree to Amer-
ican insistence that politics be kept out of the food distribution system. When the new 
Ulmanis  city administration tried to replace the Niedra  personnel in the Supply Offi  ce 
(Verpfl egungsamt), the American mission protested, insisting that the former workers 
be reinstated.201 Distribution to the kitchens around town and to the children and other 
people was consistently run without regard to religion or nationality.202

The specifi c eff orts aimed at feeding the children of the city run by the Child Relief 
Department (after August the “Childfund”) under Orbison  are a touching chapter in 
the city’s wartime history. It was administered separately from the feeding of adults. 
All the children of the city were systematically examined by doctors and put into one 
of three categories for rations—based strictly on health and needs, taking no account 
of the child’s economic circumstances.203 The director of the Children’s Relief Bureau, 
Lt. Col. A.J. Carlson, recorded the alarming situation in June of 1919: 

The entire population appeared depressed and greatly emaciated, particularly the 
children and the old people. About 60% of the grown-up people are marked-
ly under-nourished. About 90% under ten years of age (25,000 children) are so 
 under-nourished that there is a grave danger of permanent health injury. Rickets, 
tuberculosis, scurvy, etc., have greatly increased among the children. The condi-
tions found in the Children's Hospital in the city were very pitiable. In one Or-
phans’ Home, housing 250 Lettish [Latvian – M.H.] children, at least 25% of the 
little ones were so starved that they resembled dwarf mummies rather than human 
beings. These children do not play, do not smile, or laugh, and show no interest 
in anybody or anything. They sit quietly in the corners, or lie down in their rags 
like scurvy animals.

Scores of children and old people lined up on the quay all day long before the 
American food ship ”Lake Mary” and the British destroyer “Vancouver” in mute 
appeal for food. They fi ght for garbage from the ships’ kitchens. With old tin cans 
tied to a stick they picked up the garbage that was thrown overboard, even raw 

197 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 283.
198 Russkoe Slovo, 6 June 1919.
199 Ibidem, 3 June 1919.
200 A , p. 142.
201 Ibidem. The source is not clear about whether the issue was resolved to American satisfac-

tion.
202 Ibidem; O , Children, p. 136.
203 O , Children, pp. 128 and 135-136.
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potato peelings, a piece of gristle, or a crust of bread. Children and old women 
begged for the privilege of sweeping the quay when the American fl our was  being 
unloaded and put in the warehouse. With their bare hands, or with a rag, they 
would sweep the stones for the little fl our that dusted through the sacks, then pick 
out the larger particles of dust or dirt and put the remaining meager gleanings into 
their pockets, in a handkerchief, or even directly into their mouths. After viewing 
these distressing scenes, I could not help thinking of my home city (Chicago), 
where enough good food to support more than half the population of Riga is 
thrown out as garbage every day.204

By August, twenty-three thousand children were being fed each day at twenty-eight 
kitchens around the city. The number rose to about thirty-thousand at one point, but 
dropped again and stabilized at about twenty-four thousand. There were 9,500 Latvian 
children, almost fi ve thousand German, 2,700 each of Jewish and Russian, over 1,700 
Polish, over a thousand Lithuanian children, over one hundred Estonians and about 
thirty of various other nationalities showing up at the kitchens each day. For 30 percent 
of those being fed, it was their only meal of the day.205

As one might expect, the feeding had a noticeable eff ect. The kitchens became more 
orderly over time, with the children themselves enforcing the rules. It even improved 
conditions locally, as poverty-stricken parts of town—Orbison  calls them “slums”—
which had been populated by alcoholics were becoming clean and orderly.206 School 
performance improved and children were now seen playing more often.207 Orbison  
himself became very popular in the city and he and his co-workers from the Childfund 
came to be referred to as the American “uncles.” He even recounts a case in September 
when two children were too sick to save. But before they died, they passed on their 
thanks to the “good American uncles.”208 When he left Riga the following summer, he 
was sent off  by a grand ceremony involving children from all over Riga.209

204 HI ARA 337-13. The Results of Starvation in Riga. The report is based on what the author 
saw in Riga from 1 to 5 June 1919.

205 Ibidem, pp. 128 and 142; There was also some distribution of shoes as well as a French mis-
sion distributing food. See Rīgas pilsētas, p. 23.

206 O , Children, p. 136.
207 Ibidem, p. 140.
208 Ibidem, p. 171.
209 Ibidem, p. 196.
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Part of the huge May Day parade in Riga, 1 May 1919. The photo gives the impression that there are more 
participants than observers. The marching route was very long, however, and there may have been larger 
crowds elsewhere. (DSHI 120 BR/BLW 68, p. 36)

The original caption reads “Bolschewicken-Parade am 1. Mai 1919.” The large structure in the background 
could be the “Temple of Reason” mentioned in some sources and, according to Georg Popoff, quickly con-
signed to the flames after the capture of the city by the Landeswehr three weeks later. (DSHI 120 BR/BLW 
68, p. 72. Popoff: City of the Red Plague, 334-335)
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The caption to this picture in the archive reads simply, 
“Bolschewick.” This and the photo of the Flintenweiber 
were found in Riga after the liberation of the city in May 
of 1919. Did the Germans keep these images because 
they conform to their image of Latvian communism, a 
mix of dread and macabre humor? (DSHI 120 BR/
BLW 68)

The caption here reads simply “Flintenweiber”—“gun women.” These four women pose in uniforms and 
not as the Flintenweiber are depicted in some of the more vivid written sources—garishly decked out in 
clothes plundered from the well-to-do residents of Riga. (DSHI 120 BR/BLW 68)
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There are several copies of this photo in the ar-
chive, all the context of 22 May 1919. One of the 
captions reads simply, “captured Bolsheviks.” 
Two of them note the time of day, 11:00 or 11:30, 
and one notes that the prisoners were taken by 
the 1st platoon of the 1st squadron at one of the 
bridges. (DSHI 120 BR/BLW 68, p. 47-48)

Here, the St. Peter’s church in downtown Riga is clearly visible on the other side of river. The caption reads, 
“Reds captured during the storming of the bridges in Riga on 22 May 1919, taking cover.” Photographs of 
captured Red Army soldiers are evidence that even during combat, quarter was given to the enemy. It seems 
doubtful that all these men would have been shot later, despite some talk of the Germans intending to do so. 
(DSHI 120 BR/BLW 68, p. 57. “Während des Sturms auf die Brücken am 22. May 1919 gefangene Rote in 
Deckung.” In the inventory book of the Baltic Landeswehr there is a file with a list of wounded Red Army 
soldiers in local hospitals. See DSHI 90 BLW 40. These men were obviously at least initially spared)
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This photo shows a Landeswehr artillery piece on Pardaugava side of the river. This is apparently the same 
location as the photo showing the captured “reds” taking cover. (DSHI 120 BR/BLW 68, p. 55)
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5   The Latvian War of Independence

Victory Celebration

On 11 November 1919 the battle for the city was over. Many buildings along the banks 
of the river, throughout the city, and in Thorensberg were damaged. One witness de-
scribed “cartloads” of bodies, presumably of soldiers, in the Pardaugava region.1 At 
approximately half past eleven in the morning, a patriotic demonstration began. An 
army orchestra marched through the city and was joined by an ever-growing crowd 
of people. There were several thousand demonstrators by the time the column reached 
the offi  ces of the army high command. General Balodis , commander of Latvian forces, 
greeted the crowds and praised the army for chasing off  the “black knights,” as the 
German enemies were often called, referring to the seven centuries of domination by 
the German feudal nobility and an overt reference to the traditional Latvian Lāčplēsis 
myth.2 The march continued to the offi  ces of the provisional government, where more 
speeches were held and the hymn sung, and then on to the President of the People’s 
Council, the French diplomatic mission, and the American Red Cross. “Uncle” Or-
bison , the representative of the Childfund, which had been feeding Riga’s children 
since the late spring, was also thanked. The column broke up before it could reach the 
Estonian, Polish and Lithuanian delegations because the orchestra had to leave at three 
o’clock.3 The speeches were all warlike, and the stations along the march refl ected that 
Latvians did not feel they were alone in their struggle against Germany and Russia.

Only a week later, with the war still in full swing but Riga fi rmly in Latvian hands, 
the Latvian state celebrated its fi rst full year of independence. The festivities refl ected 
the precarious situation in that they were neither ostentatious nor pompous, indeed 
hardly celebratory. The protocol shows that the tone was more somber and, if loud at 
all, then in a way that showed determination and will to overcome recognized obsta-
cles. Wartime themes were certainly dominant. The day began at the Brethren Cemetery 
(Brāļu Kapi), where representatives of the Latvian government, the People’s Council, 
the army staff , city offi  cials were joined by numerous school classes, the Latvian Trade 
Union and other organizations for wreath-laying and speeches.4 At the cemetery, the 
secretary of the People’s Council made a speech heavy in tauta (“Volk”) rhetoric. In 
the various churches, the congregations were treated to sacred music by organs and 
military bands (“Bless the Lord, my Soul” and “A Mighty Fortress is Our God” are 
featured). The main state church service was held in the St. James Church. This was 
signifi cant, as the press pointed out, because this church had been used by the German 

1 O , Children, p. 194; B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, pp. 73-77 also mentions 
lots of Germans killed.

2 There will be more on this myth below, in the section on Latvian Riga in Part II, Chapter 2. 
See also K .

3 Jaunākās Ziņas, 12 November 1919.
4 Details of the course of events during the day are all taken from the newspaper Jaunākās 

Ziņas, 19 November 1919.
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Landtag for its opening services and was now in Latvian hands, witnessing a “truly 
festive Latvian service for the whole Latvian people” on their day of statehood.

The schools each held individual memorial services for the fallen soldiers and put 
on student concerts, presentations and lectures, one of which was attended by Krisjānis 
Barons , considered a living icon for his work in Latvian folklore preservation. In the 
evening, the Red Cross gave a concert to a full house in the First City Theater. 

The People’s Council also held a special session with military and foreign digni-
taries in attendance. The speeches given by President Jānis Čakste  and Prime Minister 
Kārlis Ulmanis  brought out the main themes of the day: the issue of recognition by 
Entente countries (who were acknowledged and applauded), the ongoing war, which 
Čakste  explicitly referred to as a continuation of the First World War, the need to lib-
erate the entire Latvian territory, the fact that so many were still away at the front, and 
a call for unity. Ulmanis  reminded the audience that the Germans had let the Bolshe-
viks into Riga “against our will.” The appeal was clearly Latvian-national, pro-western 
and anti-German. Conspicuously absent was the parade as a demonstration of military 
prowess which had featured so prominently at the earlier events. The paper argued that 
the army was needed at the front and could spare only some high-ranking commanders 
and a handful of symbolic delegates. The same argument might have been made in 
1918 or in May of the same year, but now there was either less need for local security, 
or perhaps an even more desperate need for men and resources at the front.

The war ended the following summer, but almost a year would pass before the 
symbolic closing act. The last unit to arrive home after years of war was the Troitsk 
Regiment of Latvian rifl emen, a unit which had been created for the Red Army in the 
Urals, but was not, as a unit, involved in any large engagements. After being shipped 
from Vladivostok, it arrived by train from Libau just before noon on 5 October 1920. 
It was greeted by the president and cabinet of ministers, the commanders of the army, 
other dignitaries, and an honor guard. After an orchestra played the hymn, the regiment 
marched through the streets of the city to the Latvian Association, where the funeral 
wake for the fi rst fallen rifl emen had begun almost fi ve years before, being showered 
with fl owers by crowds of people all along the route.5 The new liberal regime cele brated 
the return of its at least nominally communist sons from their far-fl ung campaigns.

The New State

Before Latvia could perform this symbolic celebration, however, the new state had to 
be consolidated. After the return of the provisional government in July, the Latvian 
state managed to establish itself again in Riga, although it was still fi ghting for much of 
the rest of ethnically Latvian territory. The war raged on and, while the Bolsheviks were 
driven off  and did not reappear in the city for over twenty years, German and Russian 
elements remained a threat. The period of war and revolution in Riga reached a high-
point when the city was put practically under siege by the army of Bermondt-Avalov , 
attacking from the southwest in the fall of 1919. That was the only time that the city 
itself became of the focus of military action for a prolonged period of time. The river 

5 Jaunākās Ziņas, 6 October 1920.
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Düna became the front line, with the German and Russian forces on the left bank and 
the Latvians holding the bulk of the city, including the city center, on the right bank. 
The young Latvian army and the Ulmanis  regime would emerge victorious, but not 
until the city underwent its most serious trial to date. 

The defeat of the German forces in central Latvia, the return of the Ulmanis  gov-
ernment to Riga, and the unifi cation of Latvian armed forces in the summer of 1919 
ended the ambiguity of the overall Latvian political situation, but it did not end the 
tension between the competing interest groups. Although the threat from Soviet Russia 
was now more remote, that war was still raging in eastern Latvia, with almost a year 
to go until an armistice would be reached. But the more immediate threat came from 
the body of German soldiers who were now in Courland, having retreated after their 
defeat at the battle of Wenden (Cēsis) southward through Riga. These men were both 
Balts and Reich Germans who now found themselves physically isolated from Ger-
many proper, generally unwelcome in the new Latvian state now being established, 
and ordered out of the Baltic by the Entente and the Strasdenhof agreement. In many 
cases, they were still intent on fi ghting the Bolshevik threat or wanted to stay in Latvia. 
Some were hoping for the land they believed had been promised them by the Ulmanis- 
Winnig   agreements of the previous December. They assumed any man who fought 
against the Bolsheviks for Latvia would have the right to settle in Latvia—even if they 
were not members of the Landeswehr or locals, but members of the Iron Brigade or the 
Guard-Reserve division, that is, regular German formations, or Freikorps units. These 
formations, still under the command of Graf Rüdiger von der Goltz , quickly began to 
coalesce anew under the leadership of Count Bermondt-Avalov, formally subordinate 
to von der Goltz , ostensibly in command the small Russian force which had fought on 
the White side until now. Toward the end of July, Bermondt -Avalov, operating out of 
Mitau, began to make public appeals to Latvians, justifying the presence of his Ger-
man and Russian soldiers with the need to carry on the fi ght against Soviet Russia.6 
The Latvian government grew increasingly wary of these thirty-fi ve thousand men still 
on their soil, and announced another, and relatively successful, general mobilization. 
Requisitions were made all over the country and additional troops were detailed from 
the Bolshevik front in the east of the country back to Riga to protect the capital. The 
Latvian Social Democratic Party in the People’s Council was even calling for an early 
separate peace with Soviet Russia to concentrate on the new threat.7

And it was, indeed, a threat. In September of 1919, Bermondt-Avalov  had approx-
imately thirty-fi ve thousand men under his command, including the Iron Division, the 
commander of which, Major Josef Bischoff  , was also Bermondt-Avalov’s chief of staff . 
6 B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, pp. 17-18. For a military history of this whole 

episode, see R . For the description of events within the city, I rely here primarily on 
B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, the most vivid and thorough account I have found. 
A Latvian diary account with many of the same impressions is M . A German account 
(in Latvian, however) is Kādas vācietes dienasgrāmata Pārdaugavā. For the memoirs of other 
Latvian witnesses, see the section below on the Latvian war experience. Other sources which 
off er a broader, political coverage of the episode include R , pp. 7-13; A , 
pp. 506-548; surprisingly, Šilde says very little about it.

7 B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, p. 36.
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Although Bermondt-Avalov  referred to his army as part of the Russian White move-
ment, formally the “Russian Volunteer Western Army,” 80 percent of the men were 
German.8 An American in Riga recalled a mood of fear in the countryside and obvious 
signs of an impending attack, including trainloads of supplies arriving from Germany.9 
The young Latvian state was in a diffi  cult position. The most capable fi ghting units, 
the Baltic Landeswehr, had, along with Latvian units, been sent to the east to pursue 
and combat the Red Army under Balodis . Now in Riga and facing south were the weak 
forces under the command of Zemitans , who had commanded the Latvian army which 
had come down from Estonia. By all accounts, the Latvian army, arrayed south of the 
city facing the Russo-German force, was weak.10

The Siege of Riga

Things came to a head on 7 October when Bermondt-Avalov  issued an ultimatum to 
the Latvian government to let his troops pass through Riga. Airplanes dropped bombs 
and leafl ets on Riga, calling for the unity of Great Russia and punishment of all those 
who had allegedly “fallen from the gospels and [we]re serving the agitators,” a refer-
ence both aimed at the overtly atheist Soviet government and general enough to in-
clude any opposition to his intentions that Bermondt-Avalov  might see fi t to punish. 
River traffi  c between Mitau and Riga was broken off . The attack began the following 
day. Three airplanes bombed Riga and an artillery bombardment opened up along the 
front between Mitau and Riga using both high explosive and poison gas munitions. 
Bermondt-Avalov’s  infantry and armored cars attacked and quickly overran Latvian 
outposts, and Riga found itself again near the fi ghting.11

A state of emergency was ordered in the city, including a curfew from 19:00 to 
05:00. All state employees were freed from their duties for one month and asked to join 
a defense battalion being organized by the students of the Polytechnic Institute. Rail-
road traffi  c ceased and all the rolling stock turned over for military use. Over the course 
of the day, it appeared that the city would fall. The artillery fi re grew ever closer and 
windows in the city were vibrating from the detonations. The fortress of Ust-Dvinsk 
at the mouth of the river north of the city and the parts of Riga on the west bank of the 
Daugava, Boldaraa and Hagensberg fell to Bermondt- Avalov while the government fl ed 
the city, retreating to Wenden (Cēsis) about seventy kilometers to the north east. The 

8 Ibidem, p. 44.
9 O , Children, pp. 180 ff .
10 See the opening pages of R  or B /B /F /S /Z , 

pp. 131-135.
11 B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, pp. 44-45. The following narrative of the siege 

follows incidents as related in B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike. A short narrative of 
this incident with an emphasis on the political background can be found in B /B /
F /S /Z , pp. 131-135. A more military account is in B , Brīvības, 
pp. 54-74.
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new Latvian army had apparently been defeated as soldiers were pouring back through 
Riga toward the east all night, demoralized.12 It looked like a repeat of 22 May.13

But the opportunity presented by the chaos of the night quickly passed. On the 
morning of the 9 October, there were various groups of Latvian soldiers still in Riga, 
although some of them reportedly engaged in plunder, much like the retreating Russian 
troops in September 1917. When the city did not fall, the morale of the Latvian army 
quickly recovered. The newly formed battalion of students, civil servants, and fi remen 
had saved the situation by a daring nighttime action, damaging both bridges. Men of 
military age were being signed up at the building of the Latvian Association. Many 
volunteers were given rifl es and ammunition, but no uniforms or other equipment. They 
also improvised defenses on the east bank of the river, digging trenches, laying barbed 
wire, setting up machine gun nests and mine throwers. For the fi rst time in fi ve years of 
war, the military front was coalescing within the city itself.14 

An artillery battle then developed within the city and went on throughout the ninth 
and up until 22:00 on 10 October, German guns fi ring into Riga proper and Latvian and 
Estonian guns returning fi re into the Thorensburg and Hagensberg parts of the city on 
the west bank. Virtually every building in the old city now bore the scars of war; shat-
tered masonry littered the streets. Some buildings were on fi re. The residents of the old 
city spent most of the time hiding in cellars or sanitation ditches beside the houses. All 
the shops were closed and some people who ventured out to look for food were killed 
by German shells.15 The government returned to Riga on the tenth, how ever, and that 
night four Estonian armored trains also arrived, further bolstering Latvian morale and 
strength.16

When the fi ghting stopped, it was thought that the Germans would try to cross the 
Düna further upstream, at  Uexküll (Iķškil), as the German army had done in 1917. 
Following a brief exchange of diplomatic notes, no compromise was reached,17 and a 
ten-day struggle to cross the river at points upstream from Riga followed.18

The front ran along the river through Riga for four weeks. During this period, ob-
viously, conditions in the city were poor. The old problems remained: The factories in 
the city had still not been brought back into production and unemployment and poverty 
were widespread. Most windows in the central part of town were soon blown out by 
artillery and the cold of late fall blew into every home, exacerbated by the same  chronic 
fuel shortage that had now plagued the city for years. There were wood supplies avail-
able along the river banks, but now nobody could venture there; the riverfront was now 
no-man’s land. With the battle raging and the city split in two, the supply of the city 
from the outside stopped again and prices shot up as hunger again threatened Riga. 

12 B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, pp. 47-50.
13 O , Children, p. 180 notes that a Bermondt-Avalov victory would have meant a repeat 

of the street fi ghting and reprisals of the spring.
14 B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, p. 48; O , p. 1.
15 B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, p. 57.
16 Ibidem, p. 50.
17 Ibidem, pp. 57-58.
18 Ibidem, pp. 64-65.
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There was little trust in the new Latvian national currency, and many traders only ac-
cepted tsar-era rubles. The police had to resort to threats of capital punishment to goad 
Riga’s business community into accepting the new money.19

There are some reports of lawlessness continuing in the city during this period. 
Robbers roamed the city. Soldiers, or men dressed like them, would plunder residences, 
especially Jewish homes. Estonian soldiers, against whom the government hesitated to 
act for fear of straining the alliance, are said to have been especially active. An Estonian 
truck would drive up to a storefront, a soldier would wreck the store and take every-
thing (clothes, machines, etc.) and the booty would be driven back to Valk (a small 
town on the new Latvian-Estonian border).20

The artillery fi re did not entirely abate when the main fi ghting moved up the river. It 
was sporadic and occasionally heavy for the entire period. It was so irregular, that the 
uncertainty it caused was a great annoyance. Sometimes, poison gas was used, killing 
or severely wounding passers-by and leaving a coat of green fi lm on nearby houses.21 
There is little data on actual fatalities, but some prominent cases are recorded. The Dan-
ish consul’s wife was killed,22 the American Childfund leader Thomas Orbison’s  offi  ce 
was hit by a shell and he himself wounded,23 and on 29 October a city kitchen was hit 
wounding eight people. Museums, churches, and the Riga castle were all hit and had 
structural damage and windows blown out.24

Not only did a shipload of food and clothing arrive during the fi ghting under British 
protection, but the Childfund kitchens continued to operate despite the bombardment, 
feeding almost twenty-four thousand children and over one thousand babies every day. 
The children were given their soup to take home to prevent any crowding in the kitch-
ens. One Sunday some food was even sent to feed three hundred women and children 
on an island in the river (probably Hasenholm, now Zaķusala) under a fl ag of truce. 
The Germans did not fi re. Despite the bombardment, none of the kitchen personnel left 
their posts during the four week siege. No children were killed in the context of the 
Childfund feeding operations.25

The shelling led to some degree of city solidarity. On 22 October, the clergy of all 
of Riga’s denominations met and sent a telegram to Bermondt-Avalov , to the German 
government, to the Entente governments, the pope, various foreign clergy, and the fac-
ulty of theology at the University of Berlin. The complaint against the shelling and 
damage to church buildings was even read at an international ecumenical congress 
then taking place at The Hague. Bermondt-Avalov  responded that the shelling might 
stop when the Latvians stopped shelling Thorensberg (also part of Riga, at this point 

19 Ibidem, p. 72.
20 Ibidem, pp. 57 and 72.
21 Ibidem, pp. 68-69. Based on this description, the gas was probably mustard gas, which was 

deadlier and more contaminating than the chlorine gas used earlier in the war.
22 Ibidem, pp. 68-69.
23 O , Children, pp. 189-190.
24 B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, pp. 68-70.
25 O , Children, pp. 179-193.
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 German-occupied), and took the machine gun positions out of the towers and the artil-
lery out of the city streets.26

Eventually, the new Latvian army launched an off ensive across the ice on the river 
north and south of Riga. The fl anking maneuver forced the German and Russian troops 
in the Pardaugava section of Riga to retreat after a brief battle. Just as swiftly as they 
had arrived, the soldiers of Bermondt -Avalov’s army were driven out and away from 
the city, pursued by the Latvians. The defeated army was clearly surprised and demor-
alized while the Latvians seem to have fi nally found their form. The Russian contingent 
in the Bermondt-Avalov  army, in particular, had been showing signs of low morale, 
holding political meetings, reading leafl ets from Russian prisoners of war, etc.27

That is how the fi ghting ended in Riga. Latvia remained at war for several more 
months, but there would be no more combat in the city until the Nazi invasion of the 
Soviet Union twenty-one years later. Now, in November of 1919, the German and Rus-
sian forces retreated south and west from Riga and were soon driven into Lithuania 
where they were defeated again in a brief clash with Lithuanian units before disappear-
ing into Germany or being interned. The Latvian army now turned to fi nish the war 
against Soviet Russia, whose forces were still in the east of Latvia. The confl ict melded 
briefl y with the Russo-Polish War which had pitted Soviet Russia against Poland, with 
Latvian and Polish units fi ghting against the Red Army. A ceasefi re was agreed in Feb-
ruary and peace was settled in August of 19 20, fi nally ending the war.

26 B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, pp. 70-71.
27 O , Children, p. 174-177, explained the motivation of the Latvian troops by describing 

the confl ict as a football game with two unequal teams. For the Latvians, he said, this was 
“the Big Game.” For the Germans, the “Big Game” of the season had already been lost. 
B , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, pp. 64-65 and 73-74 notes the demoralization of 
the troops. He also claims that when the Latvians took prisoners, they usually treated the 
Russians well and shot the Germans.
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6   Demographic Change

The war caused dramatic demographic changes in the city of Riga. While we have 
already explored the course of the war and touched on many of the events and circum-
stances that caused these changes, this closing section of Part I will summarize them. 
It will show the causes behind various population shifts and will show how diff erent 
sections of the city and diff erent national groups were aff ected. Not surprisingly, the 
changes varied by time and nationality.

While war is about killing and dying generally, behind the front the latter takes pride 
of place over the former. Even when the fi ghting came to Riga, it was not generally the 
citizens of the city who were taking part in the killing. Participation in these defi ning 
wartime activities was primarily about being killed—to a degree by the combatant 
armies, militias and police, but to a much greater degree by the wartime ravages of 
disease brought on by the deterioration of sanitary conditions and the short supply of 
food and fuel. 

Before the war, from January 1911 to June 1914, between 569 (November 1912) and 
965 (June, 1914) civilians died per month in Riga from all causes, with slightly higher 
rates in the summer months than the winter. That made around eight thousand fatalities 
per year. The absolute numbers rose to over 9,600 in 1914, starting with a slight jump in 
July but, by 1915, had settled again at 8,678 in 1915, 7,091 in 1916, 8,814 in 1917 and 
8,796 in 1918 (see Table 5).1 During the war, however, the highest rates of death were 
during the colder months of the year. Furthermore, considering the dramatic drop in to-
tal population caused by the mass evacuation of the city in 1915, the slightly increased 
absolute death totals meant that the mortality rate had actually doubled.

In 1919, the year of Bolshevik rule, American soup kitchens and general conditions 
of civil war in Riga and in the surrounding countryside, the rate jumped to 12,719 fatal-
ities for the year. Starting in 1920, the death rate dropped quickly, albeit not to prewar 
levels, with three to four thousand deaths per year, half the wartime totals despite a 
gradually increasing population (see Table 5). 

But the war not only changed the total rates of death, it also changed the causes of 
death and the demography of those dying. While infant mortality did not change sig-
nifi cantly, the absolute numbers following closely the general drop in city population, 
other causes of death did.  In the years before the war, the most common causes of death 
in Riga were heart and lung disease, old age, and tuberculosis. The mortality rates for 
all causes of death increased during the war: heart and lung disease, diarrhea, diphthe-
ria, and even cancer. Just a cursory glance at the mortality statistics for the war period 
shows how the declining standards of nourishment and sanitation aff ected the city. But 
for some typical wartime ailments, and conditions especially susceptible to periods of 
undernourishment and fi lth, the rates were most dramatic, with some deaths even being 
directly attributable to hunger, starting in 1918.2 

Although heart and lung diseases were still prevalent (they are not included in 
 Table 5), tuberculosis now had a clear lead. It could be expected to infect more of the 

1 All the mortality data here is from H , pp. 132-133, summarized in Table 5.
2 See Table 5.
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population in a city like wartime Riga, with poor sanitary conditions and increasing-
ly precarious food supply weakening the population. By 1916, the infection rate was 
dramatically above prewar levels and remained signifi cantly higher for the entire war.

The year 1915 saw a jump in the rates of death from smallpox, dysentery and old 
age, while the rate for dysentery shot up further in 1917. The rise in dysentery can be 
attributed directly to the collapse of municipal and private sanitation measures and, 
with the off ensives near Riga in the summer of that year, to the increases in the number 
of troops stationed in the city. Measures taken to prevent its spread, such as the prohibi-
tion on selling fruit, were to no avail in the anarchy of that year.3 Typhoid fever, which 
increased dramatically in 1918 and reached epidemic proportions in 1919, was spread 
similarly through water contaminated by fecal matter. Typhoid fever has a mortality 
rate of approximately 10 percent, meaning that the number of people infected, and 
therefore prostrated, coughing, and feverish for up to four weeks, could have been over 
fi ve hundred in 1918 and included fi fteen thousand people in the city in 1919. 

The increased incidence of smallpox in 1914 and 1915, before the population was 
greatly weakened physically, but during a highpoint of population exchange, was prob-
ably carried into the city by refugees and soldiers. In the 1919 epidemic, the cata-
strophic supply situation no doubt exacerbated the deadliness of the disease.

Despite its relative isolation during that year, Riga was not spared the 1918 „Spanish 
fl u“ (infl uenza) pandemic nor the second wave which swept the world in 1919, killing 
millions, including countless victims in the twenty to forty age group, a group which 
previous fl u pandemics had spared. Almost six hundred people died in Riga. Unlike the 
other causes of death discussed here, the deprivations of the war itself did not contrib-
ute to its spread—it went global, killing in every country on the earth whether at peace 
or at war. It can only be speculated to what extent the disease had in exacerbating the 
debilitating eff ects of the war in civilian areas, physical and mental depression being 
among the longer lasting symptoms, often lingering for months after formal recovery 
from the illness. 

The elderly—the weakest members of the urban population—paid a great price for 
the collapse of the city. Despite the dramatic drop in population, the total deaths from 
old age weakness (Altersschwäche) continued to increase in absolute numbers through 
1918 and remained more than 200 percent above prewar levels in 1919. These deaths 
are quite probably due to the indirect eff ects of malnutrition, the lack of heating ma-
terials, and the ravages of sicknesses which the victims perhaps only barely survived 
before succumbing to general bodily weakness.

The increase in violent death in 1917 might well refl ect the chaotic postrevolu-
tionary situation, when the police had been disbanded, untrained militia and soldiers 
were improvising a system of law and order, and legal, semi-legal, and illegal house 
searches and robberies were becoming commonplace. It is unclear whether the level of 
violence recorded in the statistics for 1919 includes the hundreds of executions which 
took place through June of that year, or the military fi ghting which occurred in October 
and November. The mortality rate does refl ect the further deterioration in conditions, 

3 L , p. 199, for example, mentions that an illegal market fl ourished right next door to the 
police station.
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especially during the several transitions between regimes, in January, May, July, Octo-
ber, and November that year.

The suicide rate dropped at the outbreak of the war and remained well below pre-
war levels until the end of the confl ict. This is consistent with data from a variety of 
countries for both world wars. Although the psychological literature tends to list fac-
tors such as deprivation, loss, stress, the breakdown of relationships among the social 
factors which contribute to suicide,4 and these factors were certainly part of the Riga 
experience of war, sociologists have a diff erent approach. The universal wartime drop 
in suicide rates confi rms Emile Durkheim’s  1897 hypothesis that when stricter norms 
are imposed (such as in wartime) social cohesion will be greater and suicide rates will 
fall.5 On the surface, then, Riga was coming apart at the seams, with great population 
fl ux, the collapse of institutions of social interaction (except the churches), and poverty 
and fear spreading throughout the population. The drop in the suicide rate indicates, 
however, that societal groups were becoming more cohesive in some way—perhaps in 
a newfound sense of purpose or group mission along ethnic, national, religious or fam-
ily lines. This was most defi nitely the case among Riga’s Germans, as the discussion of 
their wartime experience will show.

The evacuation of 1915 remained the single biggest population shift of the war. 
During the period of German occupation, the eff orts of the military administration to 
sort out the refugee problem resulted only in a shift of several thousand people. Popu-
lation changes during the period of German occupation between September 1917 and 
the end of 1918 are hard to measure. The Russian garrison was replaced by a German 
one. While the Germans tried to get refugees in Riga to return to Courland, other, spon-
taneous transfers of population were prevented to the extent possible, aided by the large 
electric fence surrounding the city.

Tables 2 and 4 give a very exact account of how the population of the city changed 
because of the war, broken down according to ethnicity and residence, at least up to the 
point of the German occupation (based on Map 1). To get a more subtle impression of 
the eff ect of the evacuation and other population shifts, it is best to change the usual sta-
tistical division of the city. By drawing diff erent borders which more accurately refl ect 
the socio-economic and ethnic characteristics of the various parts of the city, we get a 
clearer picture of what actually happened (Map 2).6

For the tables below based on Map 2, the city center includes the old city and the 
nearby upper-class residential areas (police districts Stadtmitte I and II, as well as dis-
trict Petersburg I) with a total population of almost seventy thousand in 1913. The 
4 See, for example, L .
5 See the summary of Durkheim’s research on suicide at http://durkheim.uchicago.edu/Sum-

maries/suicide.html (accessed 14 August 2014). That summary is excerpted from J . 
6 The only drawback of dividing the city this way is that it tends to hide the high percentage of 

Jews in the downtown area. But if police district Moskau IV, which is near the city center and 
had a high number of Jews, but not as wealthy, were to be counted as part of the city center, 
the concentration of Jews near the downtown area would be very high. The table does not 
do this, however, counting Moskau IV as part of the Moskau section south of the rail line. 
Nonetheless, my re-dividion of the city is more iluminating for the major nationalities in this 
study and more accurately refl ects the more general socio-economic geography of Riga.
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table shows that this part of the city lost 43 percent of its population, but a much larger 
percentage of Russians.

City Center

1913 1917
Loss:Total: Percent: Total: Percent:

Germans 21,610 31.4 % 13,326 34.1 % - 38.3 %
Latvians 22,456 32.6 % 13,253 33.9 % - 40.1 %
Russians 8,541 12.4 % 2,805 7.2 % - 67.2 %
Jews 7,669 11.1 % 5,639 14.4 % - 26.5 %
Others 8,626 12.5 % 3,709 9.5 % - 57.0 %
TOTAL: 68,902 100 % 39,132 100 % - 43.2 %

The war led to an increase in the percentage of Germans living in the city center, 
even before the German occupation. The Jews show the greatest relative increase, al-
though their absolute numbers drop signifi cantly as well.

What I will call in Map 2 the “Worker Suburb” is made up of those districts that 
were farther from the city center, nearer to where most of the large factories and work-
ers’ barrack housing was located, but only those areas north of the railway line (police 
districts Petersburger Vorstadt II-III, Moskauer Vorstadt II-III). In 1913 this area had a 
population of 188,900. Drawing the lines this way separates these proletarian parts of 
town from those with higher percentages of Russians and Jews and brings the diff erent 
population shifts in diff erent parts of the city into sharper relief.

Worker Suburb

1913 1917
Loss:Total: Percent: Total: Percent:

Germans 24,712 13.1 % 10,202 12.3 % - 58.7 %
Latvians 92,780 49.1 % 50,121 60.2 % - 44.9 %
Russians 26,457 14 % 4,975 6.0 % - 81.2 %
Jews 11,047 5.8 % 8,531 10.2 % - 22.8 %
Others 33,904 18 % 9,419 11.3 % - 27.8 %
TOTAL: 188,900 100 % 83,248 100 % - 55.9 %

The total losses here were much higher, both in absolute and in relative terms, with 
over 55 percent of the population lost. The Latvians almost made up a majority in these 
areas before the war. After the evacuation they make up a clear majority. The Russian 
workers left the city en masse and remained only as a small, marginal factor in city 
life. The Jews actually doubled their share of the population here from 5 percent to 10 
 percent. We can see that this part of Riga began to become more homogeneous and 
more Latvian during the war. 
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For our purposes here, we can keep the Mitauer Vorstadt on the west bank of the 
Düna in its historical composition (police districts Mitauer Vorstadt I-II). Almost 
 ninety-nine thousand people lived there before the war.

Mitauer Vorstadt

1913 1917
Loss:Total: Percent: Total: Percent:

Germans 15,566 15.7 % 4,575 11.0 % - 70.6 %
Latvians 47,532 48.0 % 29,748 71.7 % - 37.4 %
Russians 12,516 12.7 % 1,736 4.2 % - 86.1 %
Jews 2,063 2.1 % 435 1.0 % - 78.9 %
Others 21,294 21.5 % 4,980 12.0 %  - 76.6 %
Total: 98,971 100 % 41,474 100 % - 58.1 %

This part of the city is very much like the “Worker Suburb” both before and during 
the war, and in both socio-economic and ethnic composition. The Latvian homogeniza-
tion is even more dramatic, however, with the Latvians ending up with over 70 percent 
and all other groups losing relative strength. This is especially noticeable in the German 
and Russian cases, as both of those groups were signifi cant blocks before the war.

The “small” Moskauer Vorstadt here is made up only of those areas south of the 
railway line (police districts Moskauer Vorstadt I und IV), a total of seventy-fi ve thou-
sand people.

The “small” Moskauer Vorstadt

1913 1917
Loss:Total: Percent: Total: Percent:

Germans 1,853 2,4 % 625 2,0 % - 66,3 %
Latvians 10,022 13,3 % 8,795 28,8 % - 12,2 %
Russians 33,248 44,5 % 7,750 25,4 %  - 76,7 %
Jews 11,620 15,5 % 6,768 22,2 % - 41,8 %
Others 18,366 24,5 % 6,586 21,6 % - 64,1 %
TOTAL: 75,109 100 % 30,524 100 % - 59,4 %

This, then, is where Russian Riga thrived before the war, where Russian workers 
were a strong plurality of the population. The Old Believer community and several 
of the large factories were located in this relatively poor area. Even here, though, the 
Russians lost more of their population than the other nationalities. The proportion of 
Lativans doubled, making the area actually more diverse than before. Taken together 
with the other areas in the city, the increased importance of the Latvian population 
becomes obvious.

A new fl ight from the city began in late 1918 as the Red Army approached the city. 
There is no reliable estimate as to how many people fl ed at that time, but it did not reach 
the scale of the evacuation. It was probably a few thousand. Population data about the 
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Bolshevik period is scarce. Several factors contributed to making it the lowpoint for the 
entire twentieth century in terms of population, however.7 First, many people fl ed Riga 
both before and during Bolshevik rule. Second, the catastrophic state of the economy 
and the insuffi  cient supply of food and heating materials, as well as a destructive hous-
ing policy, led to outbreaks of disease and a high rate of mortality. Third, several thou-
sand people were killed by the communist regime. It is estimated that approxi mately 
thirteen thousand people died during this period.  Although later offi  cial estimates of 
the population of Riga in this period were lower, the communist regime published a 
count of 212,000 residents in the spring of 1919.8

Soon after the Revolution of February 1917, many of the people banished or evac-
uated from Riga since 1914 began to return. These were Germans as well as other 
political prisoners whom the new regime released from their places of banishment The 
returnees robably included many who had left with the evacuation and now saw little 
reason to remain where they were in Moscow or Petrograd. Another wave of returnees 
came after the German conquest of the city in the summer of 1917. Now that the front 
was to the east of Riga, it was harder for those in Russia to return. But it was that much 
easier for Germans who had fl ed to Germany or who had been caught in Germany when 
the war began. They had stayed there during the oppressive period of Russian military 
administration, unable or unwilling to cross the front lines, but could now return in the 
wake of the German army. Before the communist regime took Riga, there was a rapid 
transfer of population as many people from outlying areas fl ed into Riga to escape and, 
on the eve of the fall of the city, left Riga again. A third wave of returnees came after the 
city was liberated in May of 1919 consisting of remnants of all the previous fl ights and 
evacuations. Starting in 1917 at the latest, but especially in 1919, signifi cant numbers 
of people who had never lived in Riga before began to arrive and stay for longer periods 
of time: Russians who could not or would not live in Soviet Russia.

The period of fi ve and a half years of war had brought the city to the verge of 
collapse to the extent that a normal life, as it was understood before 1914, was barely 
possible. By late 1915, the economy was in shambles and the supply of the city with 
materials necessary for food and heating was extremely irregular and precarious, soci-
etal organizations had virtually ceased to exist, and the population had been reduced by 
half. By the end of 1919, the war had passed through the streets of the city several times 
and brought blockade, aerial and artillery bombardment, plunder, and terror along with 
it. Animosities within the city had been brought out into the open and played out in 
 administrative, as well as violent contests for control of schools, churches, and other 
cultural and political spaces. Some sense of political stability was returning, however, 
albeit under a very diff erent constellation than had been imagined in 1914. It had moved 

7 B , p. 44 shows that huge population losses were also typical of Russian cities 
during the Russian Civil War, and for much the same reasons as given here for Riga.

8 The estimated deaths are in P , pp. 337-339. The communist census of the city is de-
scribed in K  in the entries in late January and early February 1919. The population 
fi gure 212,009 was published already during the communist period, but the exact date is un-
certain. See Rīgas iedzīvotāju skaits. An offi  cial postwar source, H , p. 96, counted 
a year-long average population for both 1919 and 1920 as two hundred thousand. 
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from a provincial administrative center with a vibrant industrial economy to a national 
capital robbed of its economic base and cut off  from much of its former hinterland.

The physical damage to the city was relatively limited,9 at least compared to some 
cities in France that had been near the front lines for extended periods of time. Re-
construction in the 1920s involved repairing some buildings and broken windows and 
cleaning up, but not reconstituting entire sections or neighborhoods from fi elds of rub-
ble. While eff orts to have the industrial plant returned from Russia proved futile, the 
available human capital—including thousands of returnees—was suffi  cient to reestab-
lish Riga as a city of industrial and trade importance by the 1930s. 

 
 

9 Despite the artillery duel in the city, damage from direct military action during the one-month 
siege was limited mostly to the river banks. Throughout the city windows were broken and 
most of the larger buildings had scars, but few if any were turned to rubble. There had not 
been any major fi res. For a description see Baltische Blätter, 6 December 1919, pp. 304.
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II  Wartime Experience

1   Riga’s Germans in War and Revolution1

According the census of December 1913, Germans made up 14.1 percent of the popu-
lation of Riga. That was 66,987 people. In the city center, inside the old city, the Ger-
mans made up a plurality of 29 percent. The situation was similar with 21 percent in 
the nearby upper-class neighborhoods of the Innenstadt and Petersburger city districts.2 
Almost half of the Riga Germans lived in the Old City or in the better districts of Pe-
tersburg I and II (see Map 1 or “city center” on Map 2). Apartments in this part of the 
city had a generally higher standard of living than the rest of Riga. More of them had 
electricity and running water than anywhere else in town. They stood in stark contrast 
to the crowded workers’ barracks in which a large segment of the proletarian population 
lived closer to the ring of factories on the edges of the city. It would be an exaggeration 
to claim that the Germans were the only city elite. But the German-speaking population 
was certainly overrepresented not only in the better living quarters, but in technical and 
white-collar jobs, in the professions and in public service. Germans were underrepre-
sented among the working class.3

Seventy-eight thousand people in Riga had German as their primary language, 14.4 
percent of the population. In the industrial sector they made up 51.2 percent of the tech-
nicians, 48.9 percent of the sales and fi nance departments (kaufmännische Angestellte) 
and 34.5 percent of other white collar employees—higher than any other language 
group—but fewer than 8 percent of the blue collar employees. Surprisingly, only 19.5 
percent of the self-employed in the industrial sector spoke German, lagging far behind 
the Latvians with their 47.7 percent. In the trade and travel sector the German-speakers 
made up 34.5 percent and in the public services they were 29.5 percent of the white 
1 Much of this chapter is a re-working and translation of an article already published. See 

H , Die Welt steht Kopf. The sections on 1914-1916 and early 1919 follow the article 
closely, but with more detail. Most of the new material relates to the revolutionary period of 
1917 and the German occupation period of 1917-1918. Citations to the original sources will 
be provided throughout.

2 LVVA 2791/1/164 Results of the Census, p. 72. The tables summarizing the census results 
use varying criteria for determining ethnicity—for example, the language of daily use or “na-
tionality.” The results are still useful, however, as the various criteria used yield very similar 
results.

3 Ibidem, p. 124.
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collar workers. Among the professions and high-level civil servants, they represented 
35.2 percent. They were also overrepresented in the higher independent or white collar 
positions in the agricultural sector within the city limits.4

This left 26.6 percent of the Germans as industrial blue collar workers and another 
17.1 percent in other lower-status positions such as agricultural workers, housemaids, 
cashiers, etc.5 Unfortunately, these 40 percent of the German population left little re-
cord of their presence in the memoir and diary literature.

It is this latter group of German workers that can probably be counted with the least 
confi dence to an urban “German milieu” in Riga. There is little doubt, however, that 
the authors of the sources used here considered themselves German in every sense. 
They belonged to the smaller group of well-to-do, middle- to upper-class, even noble- 
blooded, German-speaking and German-feeling part of the population. They consid-
ered themselves German and identifi ed themselves as German in their memoirs and 
diaries. As this study puts subjective experience in the center of attention, I will not 
question their own judgment as to their identity as Germans. In any case, their ethnic 
identity is at least as strong as that of the Latvians and more so than that of the few 
Russians who have left written accounts of their wartime life. 

The story these Germans tell is, to some extent, a history told from the perspective of 
victims. This is due, to no small degree, to the fact that the Germans experienced most 
of the war as members of a disadvantaged group—politically discriminated against 
and even physically threatened to a greater degree than the other people of Riga. The 
episodes of victimhood, of powerlessness, helplessness, and loss are generally at the 
center of their memoirs, a phenomenon typical of the genre. But I will also portray their 
actions during their periods of empowerment. With the exception of military exploits, 
records of these experiences are to be found less often in the written memories of the 
participants than in the contemporary accounts of events, in archival material, and in 
the written accounts of other groups. In this case, I partially stray from the subjective 
approach to their collective experiences and memory. Actions, however, must be con-
sidered part of experience even when they are later no longer remembered or recounted. 

There was an experience of war that was common and typical for the German popu-
lation of Riga during the period of 1914-1919. Much of that experience was, of course, 
not Riga-specifi c or even essentially urban. Many of the elements discussed here were 
part of the story of German life in general in the Baltic Provinces. I will cover all of 
these themes while drawing special attention to events, people and the experiences they 
created which were connected specifi cally with the city, and downplaying more general 
themes. I will show how the war as experienced in the city by its German population re-
fl ected, to some degree, their prewar experience. Attitudes toward the city as a Heimat 
which had been challenged for decades were now being tested to the utmost.

4 Ibidem.
5 Ibidem, p. 123.
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Loyalty Going into the War

The war put the German population in an especially precarious and uncomfortable 
position. They were, like the Latvians and numerous other groups, a minority within 
the Russian Empire. They were, unlike the Latvians, a local demographic minority as 
well. But more importantly, being German, they belonged ethnically, linguistically, and 
culturally in the same category as the enemy. The question of loyalty was immediate 
and all-important. The historical record of the preceding centuries, especially since 
the beginning of the more intensifi ed program of russifi cation which had begun during 
the 1870s, made it diffi  cult to predict how Baltic Germans would act and react under 
wartime conditions. When assessing German historical loyalty to the Russian Empire, 
the pivotal experience is 1905. 

There is little dispute that the Baltic Germans were very loyal at least into the 1880s, 
when the empire began to intrude on local traditions in the legal system, schooling, 
and religion. Despite intensive cultural and economic contact with the German Reich, 
strengthened by intense migration in both directions, there was little thought wasted on 
a political or military move which might result in the Baltic provinces becoming part 
of Germany. While there were signs that some Russian authorities were suspicious of 
Germans in the empire in the late nineteenth century due to the latter’s resistance to 
russifi cation measures, they were generally considered loyal up until World War One, 
especially after the events of 1905, during which they were on the side of the state in 
putting down the insurrection. According to one author, the February Revolution of 
1917 provoked the complete turn of the Balts toward the German Reich.6 Others date 
the turn earlier, but none before 1905.7

Already at the outbreak of the war there was a general fear throughout the Russian 
Empire of a repeat of the social chaos of 1905.8 While 1905 had shown the general 
instability of the system under wartime stress, this was especially the case in the Baltic 
region, where the social and ethnic divisions had been so dramatic during the Revolu-
tion. According to one eye-witness account by a Riga German, the jurist Max Hilweg , 
the Germans of Riga, and of the Baltic Provinces in general, held the common view 
that the Reich would not abandon them to their fate: “We didn’t [yet] know the offi  cial 
German psychology and deference to the feelings of others.”9 This idea of the Reich 
having deference or respect for other countries, such as the Entente, at the expense 
of the Baltic Germans, became a common theme in discussions between Baltic and 
6 H , Letten und Deutsche, p. 267. See also H , p. 45-64 on Russian policies in 

the 19th century and their eff ect on Baltic German attitudes, particularly in Riga.
7 Indeed, the Revolution of 1905 is considered a prime example of Baltic German loyalty. 

H , pp. 61, 110-112 argues that it was Russian anti-German policy before 1905 that 
provoked Latvian attacks on Germans and the failure of the Russian state to protect German 
interests during the Revolution of 1905 that caused the Germans to take their interests more 
fi rmly in their own hands. They formed a German national consciousness during this period, 
but failed to embrace pan-Germanism. 

8 G , Russia’s First World War, pp. 10-11.
9 H , p. 48. Original quotation: “…wir kannten damals die deutsche offi  zielle Psycholo-

gie und Rücksichtnahme auf fremde Empfi ndlichkeiten noch nicht.”
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 Reich Germans during the German occupation of Riga later in the war, and led to some 
misunderstandings. The same author, however, goes on to write that before the war, 
nobody even considered the idea of the Baltic area belonging to Germany. The German 
Reich had demonstrated no interest and Bismarck  had been known to be scared of the 
very idea. Furthermore, although russifi cation measures were a problem, the Germans 
were doing well enough under the empire.10

But aside from the question of loyalty to a foreign state such as the Reich, the revo-
lutionary events of 1905-1907 had a profound eff ect on Baltic German attitudes to their 
place in society and their nationality in a more general sense. For one thing, they saw 
themselves betrayed—both by the Russian state and by the local Latvian, and to a lesser 
extent Estonian, majority. The Russian Empire had intervened in the local catastrophe 
too late to save dozens of manor houses and estates and too late to prevent attacks on 
persons and property in urban areas as well. In Riga and especially in the countryside 
they had found themselves faced with a situation of powerlessness—Ohnmacht—in 
the face of a completely unexpected level of hostility and violence on the part of the 
Latvian majority.11 The Germans had been forced to fall back on their own resources to 
protect themselves physically and economically from the revolutionary rabble.

During the tumult of 1905, at least two groups of Riga Germans formed organiza-
tions to take their defense into their own hands. The two organizations were formally 
disbanded after stability was restored and the revolution put down, but they both con-
tinued to exist after the revolution was over in the form of a shooting club—the Riga 
Rifl e Society (Rizhskoe strelkovoe obshchestvo). The club had a hierarchical structure 
and all members had telephones for rapid communication. During the hectic days of 
October and November 1905, these men, many of them still in young adulthood, de-
fended banks and other public buildings. In Riga they had also formed an organized 
“Nachbarhilfe” or “Neighborhood Watch” which included all able-bodied men, orga-
nized by city blocks. In case it came to total collapse, an organization of armed men 
was set up to meet, with their families, at the Kommerzschule (on the Esplanade near 
downtown Riga) for a fi nal defense. It never came to that.12 Indeed, in Riga at least, the 
system seemed to work and throughout the winter of 1905-1906 and thereafter Riga 
remained relatively quiet,13 even as violence and pillage continued in nearby areas. A 
committee was set up to organize aid for Germans who came to Riga from chaotic rural 
areas.14

The results of the Revolution of 1905 were mixed for the Baltic Germans. On the 
one hand, the liberalization of the empire in general and, perhaps as a reward for their 
demonstrated loyalty to the crown, the particular liberalization of Russianizing mea-
sures which had negatively impacted on German life in the Baltic, led to the return of 
the German language to the schoolroom.

10 H , p. 62.
11 P , p. 367.
12 H , p. 47.
13 L , p. 236.
14 H , p. 47.
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While the Russian state introduced a greater degree of toleration and liberalization, 
the Baltic Germans drew other lessons. They concluded that the Russian state was in-
capable of defending German interests in times of crisis and took measures for greater 
self-reliance. This new sense of self-reliance was reinforced by the decision by the 
Russian government in 1905 to allow the Baltic Germans to educate their children in 
private schools in German. The result was the creation of the Deutsche Vereine or “Ger-
man Clubs” in all three Baltic provinces.15 As Wittram points out, these were the fi rst 
German organizations with specifi cally national goals. In national consciousness, at 
least to the point of organizing and acting as a group, they were lagging behind the Lat-
vians and Estonians by decades. The 1905 Revolution had catalyzed that development 
considerably.16 Arguing in a similar vein in 1950, perhaps under the fresh impression 
left by Nazi ideology, another scholar notes that the Baltic Germans of the pre-1914 
period were only superfi cially feudal in their attitude toward national and social issues 
within the empire. After 1905, he writes, German superiority was no longer grounded 
in the, “the sanctity of ancient usages and princely guarantees, but the national, bio-
logical right of a superior people to lead and dominate inferior peoples.” Their feudal 
loyalties had been broken by the “sudden fury” of the revolution. Ironically, he argues, 
the initiative was taken not by ostensibly more modern urban elites, but by the rural 
barons. They approached the urban Germans, from whom they previously distanced 
themselves, for a national alliance.17 In the debates and discussions both within the 
Baltic German community and within the wider context of the empire, there was some 
Baltic German diff erence of opinion between urban, liberal and more democratically 
minded Germans and the more conservative rural nobility. This is perhaps due to the 
relative safety and calm in Riga during the unrest in 1905, at least in the later stages, 
following the strikes and demonstrations early in the year.18

After 1905 there was a noticeable nationalization of the Baltic attitude, an attitude 
which now sought to blur social distinctions within the Baltic German community and 
sharpen the outer edges of the ethnic group by focusing on cultural services within the 
community. There was less willingness on the part of urban Balts to acknowledge estate 
status and more willingness on the part of the landed nobility to form broader alliances. 
This was paralleled by a simultaneous increase in the interest and orientation toward 
the German Reich at the expense of interest in Russian aff airs.19

15 See W , Baltische Geschichte, pp. 232-233; H , pp. 110-112; Hilweg, who 
became the fi rst chairman of the Deutscher Verein in Riga, noted that the decision to allow 
the Verein was probably taken for the purpose of punishing the Latvians more so than to 
reward Baltic German loyalty. H , p. 48.

16 W , Baltische Geschichte, p. 233.
17 L , pp. 225-226.
18 See P , pp. 365-372, for a discussion of the various attitudes.
19 H , Letten und Deutsche, pp. 263-264; P , pp. 437-449; See also H -

, pp. 110-112.
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Anti-German Policies

The outbreak of the war caught many Germans in their summer homes in Kaiserwald 
or in other nearby rural and semi-rural areas such as the “Strand” northwest of Riga. 
There was an immediate sense that the war demanded a return to the city to do wartime 
work as well as to have access to food and other goods which were certain to become 
scarce.20 There was a mass exodus from the summer colonies into Riga from all direc-
tions accompanied by unfounded rumors of panic having broken out in the city. All 
the local commuter trains from outlying areas were overcrowded with passengers des-
perate to return to Riga. There were rumors, probably based on the recollection of the 
ethnic hatreds of 1905, that the Latvians were planning to kill all the Germans.21 That 
is probably another factor that drew affl  uent Germans into the city—the memory of the 
greater violence in the rural areas.

While the Russian Empire entered the world war as a hereditary monarchy, it al-
ready had a long history of Russian nationalism and the war would nationalize it still 
further. There were two confl icting tendencies. Initially, local pressures on the German 
minority, exerted primarily by Latvians, subjected the Germans to denunciations and 
widespread suspicion. The Russian state, considering the elite status of the German 
population and Baltic German loyalty in 1905 against the backdrop of Latvian rebellion, 
and pursuing a policy of social stability, took sides with the Germans by discouraging 
denunciations. The Livonian governor’s reports to St. Petersburg before the evacuation 
of 1915 paint an unfavourable picture of Latvian nationalist agitation in the province. 
Everywhere, public offi  cials were working to prevent violence against German civil-
ians in Russia. On the other hand, from the very beginning of the war there was some 
suspicion of Germans from offi  cials in St. Petersburg. Meanwhile, as the Russian state 
began a systematic campaign against Reich Germans as enemy aliens everywhere in 
the empire, the Russian nationalist press, especially in St. Petersburg, waged a virulent 
anti-German campaign that made little distinction between Germans of various citizen-
ships.22 The resulting tension was especially hard on the empire’s German citizens, of 
course. As the war entered the fall, the state’s policies began to conform more and more 
to the public anti-German mood so that by 1915, there was something like a mutual-
ly reinforcing feedback cycle between the public and the state.23 German newspapers 
and German-speaking representatives in the Duma joined those of other nationalities 
in the initial declarations of loyalty to tsar and country during the summer of 1914.24 
Nonetheless, the Baltic Germans were soon subject to a range of policies, actions, and 
circumstances which made their situation much more diffi  cult than that faced by other 
segments of the population. They had a narrower range of options.

20 See for example M  entries for 21-26 July 1914.
21 M , 26 July 1914 mentions these rumors.
22 All remarks on general policies regarding Germans in the empire are from L , passim, but 

especially pp. 2-9. 
23 L , pp. 31-54 shows how this feedback cycle resulted in anti-German rioting in Moscow 

in May of 1915.
24 L , pp. 10-13.
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The outbreak of the war was accompanied by strong anti-German feelings on the 
part of the non-German population. In Riga there were, much like in other large Eu-
ropean cities, patriotic gatherings and marches. The crowds shouted “Down with Ger-
many!”—a slogan that meant much the same thing in Riga as in Paris. But it took on 
a completely diff erent connotation when the crowd gathered at the statue of Peter the 
Great in downtown Riga and chanted, “Down with the Germans!” (“Doloi Nemtsev!” 
in Russian or “Nost ar vāciešiem!” in Latvian). The implications for the German pop-
ulation and Riga society in general were grave. A Baltic German writing later would 
recall that Latvians took an active part in these demonstrations and, presumably like the 
Russians, even carried portraits of the tsar and crown prince along with other patriotic, 
imperial symbols.25 According to later police reports, German Balts did not take part in 
these demonstrations, a point which counted against their loyalty to Russia even though 
these demonstrations were offi  cially illegal.26 One source also mentions that when the 
fi rst German prisoners of war were taken through Riga, there were greeted with fl ow-
ers—an incident for which the local Germans were suspected and that the authorities 
took measures to avoid in the future.27

While it is diffi  cult to assess the exact extent of actual anti-German action by private 
citizens, there is ample evidence that anti-German sentiment was widespread among 
the non-German population of Riga after the declarations of war. This was common 
throughout the Russian Empire wherever Germans lived in large numbers.28 Baltic 
Germans would later recount how common it was for Latvians especially to denounce 
Germans for anything suspicious: Latvians turning in even children for violating the 
language laws, Latvian domestic servants (Dienstboten) denouncing their employers,29 
etc. The memoirs of the governor general of the Baltic Provinces, P.G. Kurlov , have 
recorded the frustration that the administration had with the great number of Latvian 
denunciations of local Germans.30 Two books published in Petrograd, In the Land of 
Miracles by Rennikov  and The Baltic Provinces and the War: The Truth About the 
Baltic Germans by the journalist Tupin , have also recorded a campaign of virulent 
anti-German denunciations.31 While these books have the general mood and character 
of wartime propaganda writing—and it is, in many cases, not possible to determine to 
what extent the stories recounted there are true—the image they conjure up is import-
ant. Both titles were published soon after hostilities broke out and found a wide read-
ership throughout the Russian Empire. The result was an intensifi cation of the already 

25 H , p. 56.
26 GARF 270/1/93, p. 8.
27 K .pp. 206-207.
28 G , Russia’s First World War, pp. 180-181. There were large-scale anti-German po-

groms in Moscow in 1915. Gatrell does not even mention the Baltic provinces in this con-
text, however.

29 H , p. 56.
30 K .pp. 206-211.
31 T  and R . K , p. 205 also mentions this campaign.
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strong anti-German sentiment both in the Baltic and elsewhere. The Germans knew 
about the books and found them frightful and insulting.32

This image of widespread anti-German feeling can only be partially confi rmed by 
archival sources.33 The police in the Baltic provinces, especially in rural areas and 
mostly in Courland, was fl ooded with countless denunciations of Germans. Most were 
written anonymously. The governor of Courland saw cause for alarm, but not because 
of the apparent wave of German spies and saboteurs. He wrote to Petrograd that the 
denunciations always proved to be totally baseless and that the investigations which 
followed upon each denunciation tended to ruin the reputation of the suspect. The peo-
ple in the province had already begun to fear a repeat of the events of 1905.34 There 
were reports from rural areas of talk among Estonians and especially Latvians of con-
fi scating and dividing up the land.35 This was among the fi rst signs that the memory of 
1905 would have a profound eff ect on how the war was to be perceived by the Latvians 
and the Germans. 

In Riga, there were similar denunciations. They closely resemble denunciations be-
ing made at the same time in Paris and can be considered typical for wartime Europe 
as a whole.36 There does not seem to have been an ethnic or national element to most 
of the urban denunciations while those in the rural areas went more along class and 
ethnic lines.37 There accusations and rumors of Germans signaling airplanes from their 
dachas in Kaiserwald or contacting German ships from the island of Oesel. These were 
all later debunked, however.38 Various nationalities—as determined by their last names 
as recorded in the fi les—are among the accused, not only Baltic Germans. 

The police continued checking on all reports, but continued to turn up nothing. The 
police fi les contain reports following up on denunciations and systematic eff orts to 
confi rm Russian citizenship for members of the German-speaking population, espe-
cially those in positions of economic infl uence. For example in November of 1914, a 
79-year-old Reich German living in the Moscow section of Riga was investigated and 
found to not be a spy. Erwin Koch , technical manager at the Provodnik factory,  Russian 

32 See Mein Heimatland, p. 16.
33 See, for example, the monthly reports of the governor in Riga for the department of police 

in Petrograd on the mood in the population: GARF 102/124 (4-oe deloproizvodstvo)/108, 
part 37, 1914 and 1915; Resolutions of the Chief of the Livonia Gendarmerie Adminstration: 
GARF 102/O. 212 (7-oe deloproizvodstvo)/2, part 29, Livonia. The fi le in GARF 102/(4-oe 
deloproizvodstvo) 1914/143 t. 2 ch. 2, pp. 156-158 tells of reports based on contact with 
Latvians to the eff ect that the Germans were not loyal, were actively supporting Germany, 
and were working to portray Latvians as revolutionaries.

34 GARF 102/(4-oe deloproivodstvo) 1914/143, part 1.
35 GARF 270/1/91, pp. 18-34.
36 B ., passim.
37 GARF 102/1914, Police reports of the governor; Reports of the governor of Courland; com-

munications between the government and Petrograd (Dept. of Police).
38 GARF 102/1914, GARF 270/1/91, pp. 47-51. K , pp. 209-211, puts the denunciations 

in clearly ethnic terms—Latvian against German— and confi rms that almost all the accusa-
tions were baseless. Nonetheless, the military authorities continued to take them seriously.
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citizen since 1901, was also checked.39 The owner of the restaurant in Wöhrmann Park 
was an Austrian citizen older than forty-fi ve and thus not subject to deportation. The es-
tablishment was frequented by Russian offi  cers, which implied that he could be eaves-
dropping on the guests and passing information on to the enemy. The police had to 
investigate and determined that he could not understand Russian and had no dealings 
with the guests.40

In any case, the situation got out of hand and anonymous denunciations were pro-
hibited in February of 1915.41 It was clear to the governor of Livonia that most if not all 
of the denunciations were completely unfounded. In his reports to Petrograd he made 
a plea for the loyalty of the ethnic Germans.42 He was far more concerned with the de-
stabilization caused by Latvian hostility to the Germans than with any presumed espio-
nage on the part of the latter. He repeatedly praised the diligent charity work being done 
by the bourgeois classes of all the local nationalities, the calm and loyalty of the rural 
population, and was quite content with the total lack of eff ect that left-wing propaganda 
was having on the working class. But in almost every monthly report he complained 
about the anti-German agitation of “Latvian circles” and the Latvian intelligentsia. 

Those German accounts which mention the denunciations agree with the governor 
in that they interpret them in ethnic terms. The denunciations, according to the sources 
all unfounded, were being fi led by Latvians and Russians against Germans. There were 
many reports from Germans of harassment, for example people being cursed as Ger-
mans on their way to Christmas church services.43 There was something like a general 
fear of Latvians, especially of house maids allegedly denouncing their German masters 
to the police, a topos that would return under Bolshevik rule in 1919.44 One diary writer 
reported her disgust in December of 1914 with a new neighbor who moved in. “[T]his 
beast believes the Latvian and Russian denunciations!”45 Early in the war, however, 
harassment could backfi re and get the Latvian accuser arrested for inciting national 
hatred.46 The problem was one that could easily threaten the stability of the empire. The 
Russian authorities appear to have been somewhat at a loss about what role they should 
play. In the spring of 1915, the interaction of government supported anti-German senti-
ment and virulent anti-German reporting, together with a general fear of spying would 
contribute to inciting a pogrom against Germans in Moscow.47 While open unrest of 

39 LVVA 51/1/133031, p. 220. See also reports on individual factories, pp. 244-245.
40 GARF 270/1/91, pp. 46, 49-50. The fi le also contains the rumors about the man’s alleged 

spying activity.
41 VIA 1932/2/102 Orders of the Dvinsk Military District, p. 82.
42 The monthly reports of the governor concerning the mood of the population to the Depart-

ment of Police in Petrograd: GARF 102/124 (4-oe deloproizvodstvo)/108, part 37, 1914 and 
1915. The fi le ends in the summer of 1915.

43 M , 2 January 1915.
44 Ibidem, 4 December 1914.
45 Ibidem.
46 GARF 270/1/91, pp. 48-50 reports of a Latvian getting a one-month prison sentence for 

accusing an offi  cer at the train station of speaking German.
47 L , pp. 31-54.
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that kind never broke out in Riga, the people of the city were well aware of the very 
real potential for violence.

Despite the eff orts of the governor to be fair to German-speaking subjects, the state 
was busy conducting investigations in Riga and the rest of the Baltic provinces into 
the general political reliability of its citizens, especially the Germans. In early Septem-
ber 1914, General-Major Vladimir Dzhunkovskii  traveled through the Baltic provinces 
gathering information and checking the validity of the many press reports. He found 
the Germans “cold” and distanced, not sharing in the mood of the country, and held in 
great suspicion by the other Russian subjects because of their prominent position and 
infl uence.48 He suspected those to be of pro-German sympathies who, when queried, 
portrayed the Germans in a favorable light. He reported unfavorably on the Baltic Ger-
man press which, he pointed out, neglected to report on the German atrocities which 
featured so strongly in Russian newspapers. General-Major Volkov , head of the Livo-
nian police, did however assure Dzhunkovskii that rumors of Riga being fl ooded with 
spies were untrue.49 Volkov  was unable to confi rm that Germans were contributing less 
than their share to wartime fund drives and noted favorably how Russianized the city 
had become since his last visit.50

In 1915, an informer submitted a report to the police on the alleged “Germanophile 
tendencies” in the Riga city administration, including a member-by-member summary 
of attitudes. Russian and Latvian speaking administration members were not spared 
from accusations of disloyalty.51 Member Karl Julius Dahlfeld  was described in the 
report as a radical Germanophile, someone who “hate[d] Russians,” had contempt for 
Russianness, and who failed to hide his hope that the German army might soon capture 
Riga. He was also accused of expressing open disappointment in the failures of Ger-
mans arms and happiness at Russian military setbacks.52 This was the same Dahlfeld  
who, two years later, upon the capture of the city, did in fact rise from a city adminis-
tration session to cordially greet the German offi  cer who had barged in on the meeting 
to announce the capture of the city. 

A similar report was fi led later, in October of 1916, from the Livonian police to 
Petrograd. Several members of the Riga city administration were still accused of shar-
ing many of the same attitudes. They are characterized as Germanophiles hateful of all 
things Russian who spread unfavorable rumors about the Russian army, who showed 
no respect for the imperial family and who joked about the loss at sea of the Riga statue 
of Peter the Great.53

There would appear to have been some diffi  culty in determining, however, exactly 
who or what was German. The war had resulted in a greater than ever tendency at the 
center to nationalize the empire and put everyone into clear categories. When the gov-
ernor ordered the city administration in Riga to register the nationalities of anybody 

48 GARF 270/1/93, pp. 7-12. L , p. 15, also mentions this fact-fi nding mission.
49 GARF 270/1/91, p. 46.
50 GARF 270/1/93, p. 8; GARF 270/1/91, p. 47.
51 GARF 102/4-oe deloproizvodstvo d./1915/ 37. ch. 11, p. 1.
52 Ibidem. The fi le spells his name in Cyrillic as Dal’feld.
53 Ibidem.
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working in an offi  cial position, to avoid diffi  culty they had each person fi ll in his own 
nationality.54 

For the urban Germans, the offi  cial anti-German measures taken by the Russian 
imperial military administration during the fi rst months of the war had a more profound 
negative eff ect. One particular measure was considered especially harsh: the restriction 
on the use of the German language. In the memoir literature about the war years and in 
the letters written at the time, the other trials of wartime life seem almost trivial in com-
parison. The prohibition to speak German “in public in a demonstrative fashion” went 
into eff ect in October of 1914.55 The Germans considered it a ghastly insult considering 
the thousands of Baltic Germans who were already fi ghting and dying in the ranks of 
the tsar’s army. One Baltic woman wrote of it, “Language, the holy relic of man, the 
expression of that which is most part of one, of the most inner self, was suddenly taken 
away from us!”56 Soon it was also prohibited to write even private letters in German. 
Isa Masing’s  diary records the increasing “bitterness” brought on by these measures.57

The sources disagree as to the eff ectiveness of the prohibition on German, and that 
probably refl ects the diffi  culties that the authorities had enforcing it. Helmuth Stegman , 
who worked for the city during the war, writes in his memoirs that as late as 1915 even 
the Latvian members of the Riga administration were still speaking German on the 
job.58 The governor general of the Baltic provinces, General Kurlov , complained in 
January of 1915 that the order was not being obeyed.59 Other sources report that arrest 
and deportation into the interior of the empire could result from the slightest infringe-
ment. The general impression is that people did their best to circumvent the rules, espe-
cially the women who, by not having served in the army, generally had poorer Russian 
than the men, or elderly Germans with little or no knowledge of Russian. At home or 
when addressing one’s own children, Germans spoke German. But they were careful in 
public. Again, the anonymous Baltic German woman off ers us insight into the times, 
giving a sense of alienation from a once-familiar environment as the war encroached 
more and more on their private lives:

54 LVVA 2779/2/16, p. 282.
55 The sources disagree on the exact timing of this ban. While some mention restrictions as early 

as October, archival evidence points to 18 December at the very latest: see VIA 1932/2/102 
Orders of the Dvinsk Military District, pp. 21 and 45. B , p. 44 implies that a thor-
ough prohibition on German, including all public signs and displays, went into eff ect shortly 
after the outbreak of the war. Later in his memoir, p. 51, he gives the impression that it came 
only later, when General Kurlov became governor. K , pp. 205, recalls introducing the 
measure, but gives no exact date. It would appear from context to be November of 1914. 
M  mentions the ban in her diary on 16 December 1914. There are other indications 
that the fi nal, general, total prohibition of German only came in December—a “Christmas 
present” according to one anonymous memoir, Mein Heimatland, p. 15. Pastor Poelchau is 
also among those who refers to the Verbot as a “Christmas gift,” P , p. 48. 

56 Mein Heimatland, p. 15. 
57 M , 16 January 1915.
58 S , pp. 206 and 219-220; GARF 270/1/93, p. 10.
59 VIA 1932/2/102 Orders of the Dvinsk Military District, pp. 21 and 45.
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Our streets fell silent, our home city was taken from us, there was a sense of oppression on 
everything. In the streets, whispering could be heard, and people constantly turned to check 
that the enemy wasn’t approaching. Many spoke French, but most said nothing at all. An of-
fi cer is supposed to have said, “This silence is ostentatious!” It was a real game in the stores. 
You either waited until the Russians and Latvians were gone, or you whispered German in 
the corner. If that was not possible, you could write what you wanted on a small scrap of 
paper because writing German hadn’t been prohibited yet. Some tried to get by with broken 
Russian. Some of the shopkeepers had gotten quite good at playing the game. They would 
call out a few words of Russian and then resume whispering German. In the evening you 
could read in the papers lists of those who had been punished for speaking German.60

Isa Masing’s  diary entry for 16 January 1915 confi rms the general feeling of suspi-
cion among Riga’s Germans at this time. She reports always looking over her shoulder 
to see if anyone was listening and that many are cursed at on the street for speaking 
German. The strategies employed to avoid the Verbot were indeed myriad. Another 
witness writes that Riga Germans spoke French, “as if it had been agreed in advance” 
(wie auf Verabredung). German signs were removed from shops as the law required, 
but they were not replaced with Russian signs. When the law was extended to telephone 
conversations, people simply stopped using the telephone.61 But these tactics could 
not compensate for what was universally considered a deep insult: “If you haven’t ex-
perienced it yourself, you can’t imagine what a humiliation it means have to use your 
honest mother tongue while hiding as if one were committing a crime. The feeling of 
being raped returned again and again like an iron clamp on our disposition.”62

60 Mein Heimatland, p. 15. “Still wurden unsere Straßen, die Heimatstadt war uns gleichsam 
genommen, ein Druck lag auf allen. Es begann auf den Straßen ein Flüstern, ein Wenden, ob 
kein Feind nahe. Viele sprachen Französich, die meisten aber schwiegen. Ein Offi  zier soll 
einst ausgerufen haben: “Dies Schweigen ist geradezu ostentativ!” In den Läden vollends 
war es ein richtiges Theater. Entweder man wartete bis Russen und Letten hinaus waren, 
oder man fl üsterete in einer Ecke Deutsch. Ging das nicht, so schrieb man auf kleine Zettel 
seine Wünsche, denn deutsch Schreiben war noch nicht verboten. Manche versuchten sich 
mit russischen Brocken. Viele Ladenangestellte hatten das Spiel zu gewisser fertigkeit ge-
bracht. Sie riefen laut einige russische Worte, um dann wieder deutsch weiter zu fl üstern. Am 
Abend aber las man in den Zeitungen ganze Listen der für Deutsch-sprechen Bestraften.”

61 H , p. 50. None of the sources I have found mention resorting to the use of Latvian. It is 
not entirely clear how well the Germans of Riga could speak Latvian. K , in her entries of 
22 April and 2 May 1919 report her and another German woman not understanding Latvian 
very well. On the 19 April 1919 her friend uses Latvian fl uently. On 11 May 1919 she reports 
using Russian. B , p. 117 reports that Germans had little chance to learn Latvian 
because the Latvians they dealt with could all speak German.

62 P , p. 48. “Wer es nicht persönlich erfahren hat, der kann sich kaum eine Vorstel-
lung davon machen, welch demütigende Schmach es bedeutet, sich der eigenen ehrlichen 
Muttersprache nur verstohlen bedienen zu dürfen, als beginge man damit ein Verbrechen. 
Immer wieder legte sich das Gefühl, vergewaltigt zu sein, wie eine eiserne Klammer um das 
Gemüt.”
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The prohibition was apparently not working well enough because posters prohib-
iting German were put up all over  the city on 16 December 191463 and the governor 
made the restriction more explicit in the spring of 1915. The word “demonstrative” was 
defi ned more precisely. Any public word in German could be considered “demonstra-
tive” use of German.64 Some exceptions were allowed, however. For example, custom-
ers who knew no other language were permitted to conduct business at the post offi  ce 
and telegraph station in German.65

A letter written to Olf Dahlfeld —the son of the member of the Riga city council—
by his mother in Riga in October of 1914 off ers another impression of how the measure 
was received: 

... the conditions here are making him father even more agitated. Today I was even furious. 
You simply can’t imagine what a sad impression it made today that they took down all the 
German signs and painted over the German street signs and German script in blue, as they 
apparently want to do with everything German. I came home in tears.66

In January of 1915 his father wrote him from Riga,

Generally things here are as they have been. It is very, very diffi  cult to not be allowed to 
speak one’s own mother tongue (not even on the street, etc.), we are learning to “keep quiet” 
and hoping for a brighter future! This and other concerns are, of course, nothing compared 
to our worries about you...67

63 M , 16 December 1914. 
64 VIA 1932/2/102 Orders of the Dvinsk Military District, pp. 21 and 45. Here, any use of 

German by people who can use another language is to be considered “demonstrative.” Page 
97 has an order, dated 12 April 1915, to not use German in government, public institutions, 
communication with the public or in administration. K , pp. 205-209, recalls diffi  culty 
in defi ning what would constitute “demonstrative” use of German. He was aware that many 
Germans didn’t know much Russian and only wanted to restrict German in public. He claims 
that the accused were almost always able to prove that their use of German was not “demon-
strative.”

65 Ibidem, pp. 16-17.
66 LVVA 4011/2/171 Dālfelds, pp. 22. The reference volumes are in Latvian and list him as Dāl-

felds. Russian fi les list the family name as Dal’feld. The original German name is Dahlfeld. 
“… so regen [Vater] hier die Verhältnisse natürlich mehr auf. Heute wurde ich sogar rabiat. 
Du kannst Dir gar nicht denken, welch traurigen Eindruck das heute machte, daß alle deut-
schen Schilder und Aufschriften entfernt wurden, auf den deutschen Schildern die deutsche 
Schrift blau übermalt wurde, es soll durchaus sein mit allem Deutschtum. Ich kam direkt 
weinend nach Hause.”

67 Ibidem, pp. 110. “Hier geht alles zunächst noch nach dem Alten. Schwer, sehr schwer ist es, 
nicht mehr in seiner Muttersprache öff entlich sprechen zu dürfen (auch nicht auf der Straße, 
etc.), man lernt jetzt ‘Schweigen’ und hoff t auf eine lichtere Zukunft! Alle diese u. ähnliche 
Dinge sind aber Nichts im Vergleich mit der Sorge um Euch…”
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In February he wrote again…

… that we are suff ering greatly under the pressure of conditions here. In all public places, on 
the streets, in restaurants, etc. we are prohibited from speaking our mother tongue and every-
where we see signs that read, “vospreshchaietsia govorit po nemetski!” Speaking German 
Prohibited! The shops are suff ering terribly, as the Germans no longer dare to go outside. 
Even on the telephone only the language of the empire is allowed.68

For writing letters, the Germans used a number of diff erent strategies to circumvent 
the law. Some wrote in German and simply hoped that their letters would not be opened 
by the censors. Some complied and wrote their letters in Russian, sometimes in rather 
poor but understandable Russian. Others used various tricks such as writing the fi rst 
and last pages of the letter in Russian and the rest in German. That way, a censor would 
be unlikely to discover the German with a quick glance at the letter. There were even 
cases when they wrote in German using Cyrillic letters.69

In January of 1915, Olf Dahlfeld received another letter from his mother in Riga:

Lisbeth […] writes […] that in Novogeorgievsk German letters are no longer being deliv-
ered. So today I struggled and managed to write a letter in Russian. They even want to take 
away this last little bit of comfort, writing letters. Writing and receiving letters in Russian is 
only a poor expedient, and the longer this terrible time lasts, and the separation from you, the 
harder it gets to overcome the longing.70

Some Germans also resorted to humor and art to come to grips with their new situ-
ation. After the liberation of Riga in 1917, there were publications of poems and songs, 
some quite humorous, written during what one author called the “muzzle period” 
(“Maulkorbzeit”).71

Soon after the start of the German off ensive in the spring of 1915, the Russian 
regime also closed down all the German newspapers. The Rigasche Rundschau was 

68 Ibidem, p. 132. “…daß wir hier schwer unter dem Drucke der Verhältnisse zu leiden Haben. 
In allen … öff entlichen Orten, auf den Straßen, in Restaurants etc. ist das Sprechen in unse-
rer Muttersprache verboten und allüberall fällt unser Auge auf Ausschilder: ‘Vospreschtscha-
etsja goworit po nemetskij!’ Furchtbar leiden die Geschäfte hierunter, denn die Deutschen 
wagen es nicht mehr auszugehen. Auch per Telephon darf nur in der Reichssprache gespro-
chen werden…”

69 Concerning written communication in German, see for example VIA 1932/5/72, pp. 385-
393. There are several fi les of similar material. For “Cyrillic German,” see p. 456.

70 LVVA 4011/2/171 Dālfelds, p. 130. “Lisbeth … schreibt,. … daß dort in Novgeogrievsk 
wohl deutsche Briefe nicht mehr befördert werden. Also habe ich heute eben mit vieler 
Mühe einen russischen Brief zu Stande gebracht. Sogar diesen letzten, kleinen Trost, den 
briefl ichen Verkehr will man uns nehmen, denn die Briefe in russischer Sprache sowohl zu 
schreiben, wie zu empfangen, ist wohl nur ein sehr schwacher Notbehelf, u. je länger diese 
furchtbare Zeit dauert, u. mit ihr die Trennung von Euch, umso schwerer ist die Sehnsucht 
zu überwinden.”

71 Baltisch-litauische Mitteilungen, 28 August 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23; S .
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quickly allowed to resume publication, but with a new editorial staff  and only in Rus-
sian as the Rizhskoe obozrenie. 

The prohibition on German did not extend to church services, a factor which prob-
ably contributed to the already increased church attendance and general sense of piety 
among the German population.72 Church services were increased in August 1914 to 
daily evening services and in the spring reduced somewhat to several times per week. 
With the approach of the front in the fall of 1915, churches were not allowed to be lit in 
the evenings, so services were moved into the congregations’ community halls. By all 
accounts, Sunday services became the highpoint of German daily life.73

 The language restriction resulted in very real spatial limitations on German 
life. The Schützengarten, a favorite place to take children to play, was closed in August 
of 1915 because too much German was being spoken there. This was allegedly done at 
the behest of the governor’s daughter, causing Isa Masing to remark sardonically in her 
diary, “It had been so nice to plot for the Germans there. Now we don’t have anywhere 
to go in the evening.”74 The following winter, in January 1916, she recalled ice skating 
on the Esplanade—all the other places now having being closed, “for Germans.” A 
month later, however, some children had already been taken to the police for not speak-
ing Russian there.75 For her gymnastics classes, she was plagued not only by no longer 
being able to aff ord decent shoes. She switched instructors when hers began using Rus-
sian in 1914, and later quit altogether when instruction was only available in Russian. 
She returned reluctantly in early 1916.76 Her other amusement, public readings, had 
moved into private apartments by the spring of 1915. Even these stopped altogether in 
October of 1915, however, due to the lack of light and the inability of anyone to fi nd 
enough food to properly serve the guests.77

Some of the measures taken by the military administration did not directly threaten 
the long-time Riga Germans, but drastically cut into their German milieu and had a 
profound eff ect on German life in the city in general. The state of war turned all cit-
izens of Germany and Austria-Hungary into enemy aliens and, if they were between 
the ages of seventeen and sixty, they were subject to deportation.78 At the time that 
hostilities broke out, this entailed about 1,700 people in the city of Riga. Of these, most 
were declared prisoners of war right away and quickly deported. About six hundred 
remained,  mostly affl  uent Germans, and they were suspected of having bribed Russian 

72 P , p. 50, notes that many came to call on God who had not been believers before the 
war.

73 Ibidem; see also H , pp. 50-51 on the meaning of church life for the Baltic Germans. 
74 M , 6 August 1915.
75 Ibidem, 24 January and 17 February 1916. H , records a similar incident on the 

Esplanade in his entry for 30 September 1916.
76 Ibidem, 5 October 1914; 4 February 1915; 17 January and 1 March 1916.
77 Ibidem, 6 March, 1915; 7 October, 1915.
78 VIA 1932/2/102 Orders of the Dvinsk Military District, p. 1; VIA 1932/2/103 Staff  of the 

Dvinsk Military District, pp. 1, 4 and 246 and following. GARF 270/1/91, pp. 46 and 49-50 
gives an age of 45. For a general account of the empire-wide campaign against enemy aliens, 
see L , passim.
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offi  cials. By the fi rst week of September 1914, most of these were also either deported 
or awaiting deportation.79 According to one witness, some managed to escape to Ger-
many through the still porous border during the fi rst two or three days after the outbreak 
of the war.80 Those who remained were required to report to their local police precincts 
where the men were reportedly given the choice of fi ve places of exile within Russia. 
Women were given the option of accompanying their husbands. Women suspected of 
spying were also exiled.81 At least one witness recalled that the treatment of Reich 
German families by Russian offi  cials was not at all coarse and crude, as some of the 
other accounts of Russian offi  cialdom make them seem.82 Many Reich Germans even 
suc ceeded in getting permission to stay in the city: They were considered necessary for 
the war economy or for running or supplying the city. Some also met administrative 
criteria for being considered safely Russian enough to avoid deportation, for exam-
ple by being a Russian Orthodox woman. It was also supposedly possible to delay or 
stop deportation by bribing the governor general. One thing that the memoir literature 
and the archival sources (for example, requests to stay in Riga written by potential 
deportees) make imminently clear is that these German citizens were part of Riga’s 
German society in a way that made them hardly distinguishable from the Riga Germans 
with Russian passports. They were members of the same clubs and organizations, they 
worked in the same companies, even in the city administration. More importantly, they 
were often intermarried and made up parts of the same families and church congrega-
tions. Citizenship divided marriages and sometimes even children from their parents.83 
When several hundred of these “German” Germans were deported to Samara soon after 
the war broke out, a hole was torn in Riga’s German society. This was in addition to the 
obvious separation from friends, family, and business partners in Germany. In October 
of 1914 Frau Dahlfeld , again writing about the prohibition on German, also mentions 
the deportations in a letter to her son:

Conditions are getting worse and worse and we are expecting a prohibition against speaking 
German in public any day now. You can imagine how our Latvians are strutting around in 
triumph, and the deportation of Reich German women and children. There is much misery 

79 GARF 270/1/91, p. 46. The head of the Livonian police reported that only 80 German cit-
izens remained in Riga with the permission of the governor, but about fi ve hundred were 
awaiting deportation. Lohr, p. 124, using this fi le, notes that seven thousand people were de-
ported from Riga at this time. That number must include people from a wider area, possibly 
all over Livonia. He also reports that in November, all aliens were deported from Riga and 
from nearby coastal areas because of the danger of signalling information to the enemy.

80 M , p. 5.
81 VIA 1932/2/103 Staff  of the Dvinks Military District, pp. 286 ff .
82 PAAA R10198, Feldkirch, p. 3. This witness reported in November of 1914 that Samara was 

the most popular choice among the exiles, because of the German population there, but that 
it was soon “fi lled,” so later exiles had to choose other cities.

83 VIA 1932/2/103 Staff  of the Dvinsk Military District. This fi le contains numerous examples. 
See also LVVA 51/1/133031: Police – Mobilization. Other destinations mentioned in the fi le 
are Vologda, Viatka, Orenburg, Kazan and Samara.
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here, many families whose breadwinners are away are suff ering from great deprivation and 
we are not allowed to help them.84

Some requested Russian citizenship, arguing that they were born and raised in the 
Russian Empire. Wives sometimes petitioned on behalf of their husbands.85

Later, many of the Reich Germans (mostly men above military age and women), 
even some who were being kept as prisoners of war, were given permission to leave 
Russia. They were sent from Riga by train to Rauno and then by boat to Sweden.86 
According to one diary writer, during the second week of January 1915, all the Reich 
German women were forced to decide whether to go to their exiled husbands or return 
to Germany. Most chose to rejoin their husbands. Other local Germans tried to help by 
providing those deportees in need with warm clothing—a punishable off ense, despite 
the terrible conditions some were reported to be suff ering in the Siberian winter. She 
also reports one case of a family taking in a child of a deportee at this time. Only at the 
train station could the mother be convinced to leave the child in Riga instead of subject-
ing the baby to the long train trip and exile.87

There were exceptions, however. In November of 1914, seven of the fourteen Ger-
mans who had thus far been allowed to stay in Riga because of their important roles in 
Riga factories, were arrested. The other seven were made prisoners of war and made to 
sign a pledge to remain in place. Three were to be observed closely.88 Some Reich Ger-
man citizens of French origin were allowed to stay, as were Austrian citizens of Slavic 
descent, in the latter case even including prisoners of war.89

But Baltic Germans were being deported as well. Among the most prominent Ger-
mans to directly suff er as a possible result of Latvian denunciation was Wilhelm von 
Bulmerincq , the mayor of Riga since 1912. He was still mayor of the city in October of 
1915—more than a year after the outbreak of war and the imposition of anti- German 
policies—when he went to see the governor. Two women whose husbands were med-
ical doctors serving in the Russian armed forces were going to be deported for speak-
ing German in public and Bulmerincq  wanted to intervene on their behalf. According 
to Bulmerincq’s  memoirs, the telegram with the order for his own deportation was 
delivered to the governor while he was actually in the governor’s offi  ce. He was not 
surprised, having heard before that a group of Latvians had resolved to get rid of all 

84 LVVA 4011/2/171 Dālfelds, p. 35.Original quotation: “Nur die äußeren Verhältnisse 
werden immer trauriger, in den nächsten Tagen erwartet man das Verbot auch auf der 
Straße deutsch zu sprechen. Du kannst dir also denken wie unsere Letten nun triumphie-
ren, u. auch die Ausweisung der reichsdeutschen Frauen und Kinder. Es herrscht viel 
Elend hier, viele Familien, deren Ernährer fort sind, leiden großen Mangel u. es darf ih-
nen nicht geholfen werden.” The prohibition on helping the deportees is also mentioned 
in Mein Heimatland, pp. 11-12.

85 LVVA 51/1/133031, pp. 12 and 322-323.
86 PAAA R10198, Feldkirch, reporting in November of 1914.
87 M , 14 January 1915; Mein Heimatland, pp. 11-12.
88 LVVA 51/1/133031, pp. 27-28.
89 Ibidem, pp. 43-44 and 70. For a dramatic telling of one German’s arrest, eff ort to stay in 

Riga, and deportation to Tobolsk, see J .
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the Germans in Riga. His deportation was much more humane than we might imagine, 
as one is sometimes prone to associate political exile with the later horrors of the Rus-
sian Civil War or totalitarianism. The mayor was given several days to prepare, taking 
care to get his family to Finland. He was allowed several days in the capital Petrograd 
where he visited the minister of the interior to inquire about the reasons for his own de-
portation—he never did fi nd out for sure—and to try to get eighty-fi ve other deportees 
released, which he succeeded in doing. He was given the choice of where to be sent and 
allowed to move freely when he arrived in his destination city of Irkutsk. His memoir 
records that at least in his case, he was treated cordially and his deportation regretted 
by everyone—including the governor himself and his colleagues in the city administra-
tion. After the February Revolution of 1917 he was free to leave and managed to return 
to Riga.90

The Russian Empire’s campaign against German citizens in Russia included so-
called colonists, rural populations from outside Russia who had settled in Russian ter-
ritory. They constituted a legal “estate” of their own which was now subject to admin-
istrative repression, regardless of whether the members still lived in rural colonies. 
Hirschenhof colonists in Riga shared a similar fate to that of Germans from Germany. 
Hirschenhof was a small colony of German farmers who settled in Livonia in the eigh-
teenth century.91 The settlers and their descendants had a particular juridical status as 
colonists, even if and when they no longer lived in the colony, but in other parts of the 
empire. By the time World War One came around, many of them lived in Riga, the 
nearest large city. In February of 1916 the governor ordered the Hirschenhof colonists 
in Riga and in rural areas to be accounted for by the police and deported to Perm, deep 
within Russia.92 Women, children, the elderly, and the sick were allowed to stay at fi rst. 
Over the long term, however, only the wives and children of soldiers serving in the 
army were to be allowed to stay in Riga. By the end of March 1916, 277 Hirschenhof 
colonists had already been deported. In the summer fi fty-three were still left in Riga and 
their deportations were initiated. The Ministry of Agriculture confi scated their property 
and it was given over to refugees. The numbers in the fi le are somewhat contradictory. 

90 B , pp. 61-68. This chapter covers his deportation and his two years of exile in 
Irkutsk.

91 Gustav Gangnus has done the most thorough work on Hirschenhof. See for example 
G .

92 H , Kriegschronik, entry for 27 February 1916, mentrions the deportation and 
says, quoting an unnamed source, that it was because of their “stubborn retention of their 
unique character” (wegen “hartnäckiger Bewahrung ihrer Eigenart”). It does not seem en-
tirely unlikely that it also had to do with the February 1915 law liquidating German landed 
property in Russia. Many German farmers in the front areas were aff ected by this measure. It 
appears to have been directed explicitly against German colonists. During enforcement, hun-
dreds of German colonists—mostly those who had come from Volhynia and the Volga since 
1905—were forcefully resettled. See W , Baltische Geschichte, p. 249; G , Rus-
sia’s First World War, p. 179. See L , pp. 131-133 on the fate of German “colonists” in 
Poland during the same period.
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It would appear that about half of the colonists in Riga were eventually allowed to 
stay.93

The anti-German campaign was threatening the very fabric of their communal life. 
The Deutscher Verein (German Club or German Society) was closed. That meant that 
all the subsidiary institutions which were run and funded by the Deutscher Verein were 
in grave danger: schools, including the schools of church congregations, were forced to 
close. Youth hostels and libraries were faced with bankruptcy. One witness wrote about 
it, “they had closed this association which had spread schools, libraries, and nurseries 
over the entire country like a net! [...] A commission sent to Petersburg brought back 
the answer that no insult was intended, but Germanophile ambitions could not be toler-
ated. The Verein they were told should dissolve. That would save appearances. But we 
all knew that this was only the beginning and that we were faced with a grim future.”94

Other German schools were soon forced to teach only in Russian and to remove 
any and all imagery which could be associated with sympathy for Germany.95 The state 
and city schools were evacuated into the “interior,” usually to Dorpat (Tartu), often 
taking the teachers along but leaving the students behind. For the children now left 
without a school, attempts were made to organize secret German-language lessons. 
This was necessary because private lessons were prohibited for more than one pupil 
at a time.96 An example of the russifi cation faced by the schools still operating was the 
Börsenkommerzschule (School of Commerce, now a museum near downtown). All of 
the teachers and more than 91 percent of the student body were Germans. When the 
school reopened in 1916 after being closed for a year, not only the formal teaching and 
lecturing, but every conversation between students or teachers had to be in Russian.97 
In light of what we know about German strategies for avoiding such rules, it seems 
highly unlikely that his rule could have been eff ectively enforced.

Social events of all kinds were prohibited and even some charitable activity stopped. 
The teas of the German Women’s Organization (Frauenbund) no longer took place.98 

93 LVVA 51/1/13319: Police administration – Hirschenhof. This is an extensive fi le containing 
about 615 pages of written material. Much of it is correspondence and petitions by colonists 
asking for permission to stay in Riga. They were counting colonists as early as October 1914. 
See GARF 102/4-oe deloproizvodstvo 1914/143 t. 2 ch. 1, p. 41.

94 Mein Heimatland, p. 7. Original quotation: “Dieser Verein, der wie ein Netz unser ganzes 
Land überzog mit Schulen, Bibliotheken, Krippen usw! […] Eine Kommission, nach Pe-
tersburg entsandt, brachte den Bescheid, man beabsichtige keine Kränkung, nur könne man 
germanophile Bestrebungen nicht dulden. Der Verein sollte sich selbst aufl ösen, dann sei 
der Sache der böse Anschein genommen. Wir aber wußten alle, daß dies nur einen Anfang 
bedeutete und wir einer düstren Zukunft entgegengingen.”

95 There was a denunciation claiming that a German school displayed a portrait of Kaiser Wil-
helm II. It turned out to be, like most of the other denunciations, totally unfounded. See 
GARF 270/1/91, Vol. 2, p. 13. The coat of arms of the Deutscher Verein was taken down 
from at least one schoool, but rumors of an alleged portrait of the German emperor being on 
display there were unfounded. GARF 270/1/91, pp. 48-50.

96 Mein Heimatland, p. 7; S , pp. 9-10.
97 S , pp. 9-10.
98 See Der Deutsche Frauenbund.
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The Society of German Citizens for Helping Needy Countrymen was dissolved in De-
cember of 1914.99

The men’s club Musse (in what is now Wagnera iela downtown) was not formally 
a German organization. That is perhaps why it took the police until October of 1915 to 
get around to shutting it down. Its fate is, however, well documented and can serve as 
a good example of what could befall an institution where “German spirit” (deutscher 
Geist) was suspected. The membership was certainly well-to-do and overwhelmingly 
German in language and spirit. A visitor who saw the club after its reopening under 
German occupation in 1918 described the Herren he met there: “the proud business-
man, the Baltic baron, the pastor, the doctor, the writer, the city council member, the 
conservative and liberal elements [gathered] peacefully together on personal terms, 
fraternally feeling German.”100

At the beginning of 1915 the Riga police closed the club and confi scated the con-
tents of the wine cellar for evacuation by sea. The club was fi ned for using German to 
conduct its business and for not having already evacuated the wine months before. In 
November, the high command of the Northern Front fi nally closed the Musse perma-
nently and had all of the club’s metal property (silverware, copper, brass doorknobs, 
etc.) evacuated. The club began to fear the worst and began with the work of disman-
tling and hiding as much valuable property from the remaining inventory as possible: 
the chandeliers, wall lamps, and other things still left in the rooms. In the summer of 
1916 the military fi nally really got its clutches on the Musse. The property was made 
available to the Vladimir Military Hospital. In October, the hospital moved out and the 
Musse, where the well-to-do once played billiards and cards, became a prayer house for 
Muslim soldiers. Upwards of two thousand soldiers sometimes showed up for prayer. 
In the spring of 1917, it again became a military hospital. When the German army 
occupied Riga in September, the hospital left the Musse in a rush, “failing,” according 
to club records, “to properly return the furniture that had been used.” In the meantime, 
many of the tables and chairs had also been taken by the staff  of the Second Siberian 
Army Corps, which was headquartered in Riga.101

The limit put on German worship services was the opening fanfare in a game of mu-
sical chairs of sorts for churches and church buildings as the war and the accompanying 
political strife forced them from one congregation to another. The German theaters suf-
fered a similar fate, being closed soon after the outbreak of war. One problem was the 
lack of personnel. Many of the actors and musicians were German citizens. Their exile 
or fl ight meant that programs had to halt mid-season. The summer orchestras which 
entertained the guests on the beaches near Riga suff ered the same fate.

The German student fraternities at the Riga Polytechnikum or associated with the 
University of Dorpat were permitted to operate. Starting in June of 1916, however, 

99 GARF 102/4-oe deloproizvodstvo, g. 1914/143 and .1 ch. 3.
100 P , p. 568. “Der stolze Kaufherr, der baltische Baron, der Pfarrer, der Arzt, der Schrift-

steller, der Stadtrat, das konservative und das liberale Element friedlich beisammen auf du 
und du, brüderlich im deutschen Fühlen.” He later also mentions a surgeon among those he 
met there. 

101 LVVA 6065/1/94 Die Musse, pp. 287-289. Quotation on p. 288.
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they were prohibited from wearing their caps and colors for the duration of the war. 
They were considered signs of German culture and likely to provoke hostility among 
the population.102 Complaints that the corps had been using German were on the gover-
nor’s desk in December, and he acted quickly to put a stop to that. The corps began the 
tedious job of Russianizing all their specialized terminology.103

The Russian eff orts to suppress their most powerful minority in the Baltic region are 
understandable in light of the nationalism running through all the belligerent countries 
at the time and against the backdrop of an empire-wide animosity toward the German 
enemy. They can also be considered mild by comparison with later events in Russia and 
elsewhere. Locally, however, they had the eff ect of further distancing an important seg-
ment of the population from the Russian state. That is something some of the Russian 
leadership in the Baltic realized and tried to mitigate. Nevertheless, the Germans would 
soon abandon any loyalty they might have had in 1914.

Loyalty Tested

Were the Germans loyal to the Russian military eff ort in World War One? I have found 
no record of how Germans reacted to the patriotic rallies which broke out in Riga during 
the opening days of the confl ict other than a police report which states that they avoided 
such gatherings.104 But their offi  cial actions were predominantly loyal. They sent their 
sons into battle or went, as Helmuth Stegman  was later to write, “with gritted teeth,” 
an attitude that refl ected the growing infl uence of modern nationalism despite the theo-
retical feudal ties to the monarchy.105 The mayor of the city, Wilhelm von Bulmerincq , 
later recalled that the outbreak of the war had made the Baltic Germans despondent at 
the prospect of having to fi ght against Germany. He reports being asked by a Russian 
general whether his sympathies were not for Germany and responding that he would 
prefer that these old friends—Germany and Russia—would resolve their diff erences 
peacefully. The general added that the two empresses would agree with him.106 There 
were strategies for avoiding military service and Germans, like others in every time and 
place in history, would use them. There is no hard data available, but it is likely that 
German young men were slightly more willing to take advantage of such strategies than 
their Russian and Latvian counterparts. For example, Helmuth Stegman , a member of 
the city administration, got a medical exemption with the help of a German doctor.107 
The family of Oskar Masing , a German Gymnasium instructor, was terrifi ed by the ru-
mors in November of 1915 that all men under forty-fi ve would be mobilized, “because 
nothing more terrible can be imagined than serving in this army.” Because men living 
away from their primary residence were to be exempt, he left Riga on 28 November for 

102 VIA 1932/2/102, 5, p. 160.
103 VIA 1932/2/64, 1-4; LVVA 4011/2/171, p. 279.
104 GARF 270/1/93, p. 7.
105 S , p. 223.
106 B , p. 44. The Russian empress was born a German princess.
107 S , p. 223. 
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Dorpat—a strategy reportedly followed by several acquaintances as well.108 The same 
diary reports that, at the outbreak of the war a year before, many Germans had been in 
tears because relatives had been called up.109

Like the other nationalities in Riga, the Baltic Germans showed a great enthusiasm 
for charitable projects from the very beginning of the war: they founded and fi nanced 
military hospitals, formed ladies’ committees to sew warm clothing for soldiers at the 
front, they trained nurses and took up collections for the needy. In at least one case, 
this enthusiasm led to problems with the language laws. An anonymous complaint was 
submitted to the governor pointing out that wounded Russian soldiers being treated in 
Riga would be unlikely to feel comforted if all the nurses and doctors were speaking 
German. But the director of the Red Cross hospital in question and all the personnel 
were German.110 The hospital was being run by the Baroness Pilar von Pilchau , the 
wife of the head of the German nobility in Livonia. According to the Russian fi les on 
the case, the Baron was suspect because he had been elected to his position because 
of pro-German sympathies. The nurses’ training was being conducted in German, and 
only German-speaking personnel being hired. A report that only German-speaking 
wounded were being treated could not be confi rmed, however.111

It is diffi  cult to trace the decline of German loyalty exactly week by week. Some 
sources seem certain that “Baltic German trust in Germany was unbreakable”112—that 
is, pro-German from the beginning—but others are less clear. While I know of no di-
aries which make the change of attitude among the Germans transparent while it was 
happening, it is clear that few Germans welcomed the war and that the anti-German 
attitude of the Latvians and the repressiveness of the Russian regime soon led to a gen-
eral opinion among the German minority that a German victory over Russia would be 
the preferred result. Several sources refl ect remnants of the pre-modern understanding 
of loyalty. They assert that the abdication of the tsar in the spring of 1917 freed them 
from their feudal oath of fealty.113

Anecdotal evidence makes it clear that sentiment among the Riga Germans, and 
presumably among the vast majority of Baltic Germans, was in fact on the side of the 
German armies if not from the very outbreak of the war, then soon thereafter. While 
Isa Masing’s  diary does not record much in the way of local politics, she does occa-
sionally remark on the war. Her most telling remark comes in early December 1914. 
In the context of German ladies’ eff orts to knit socks for German prisoners of war, she 
notes that “[l]uckily, sympathies have changed quite a bit,” implying that she had been 
on the German side from the beginning and that many of her acquaintances had now 
come over.114 In March of 1915, she expressed resentment at having to mark the fall of 
the Austro-Hungarian fortress at Przemysl by the obligatory display of a Russian fl ag. 

108 M , 29 November 1915.
109 Ibidem, 21 July 1914.
110 GARF 270/1/91, Vol. 2, p. 9.
111 GARF 270/1/91, pp. 47-50; GARF 270/1/91, p. 10.
112 H , p. 51.
113 See L , Kundgebung.
114 M , 4 December 1914.
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The Russians had no doubt used treachery, she remarked. “And how they now strut 
about and show their pride, days like these, in which the Russians rejoice, are not the 
kind one would like to see again.”115 A week earlier she had shown contempt even for 
charitable eff orts in support of Russia at war, noting with spite the various eff orts on 
the street to collect donations for one cause or another: “All kinds of rabble (allerhand 
Pack) are running around with donation badges. I don’t understand the Germans who 
feel obligated to buy them, I walk past them with an expression of rage and get by just 
fi ne.”116 Later she expressed jealousy toward those living in Courland—already under 
German occupation.117 New Year’s days in 1916 and 1917 were celebrated in the hopes 
of deliverance from the Russian government in the coming year.118 She reacted to the 
quick German conquest of Romania with glee: “Those stupid people let themselves be 
goaded into war!”119 

There is little evidence of clearly disloyal conduct of the kind that would justify 
accusations of spying or sabotage, however. Supposedly there were some Baltic Ger-
mans, even some with Russian citizenship, fi ghting in the ranks of the German army. 
There were also attempts to help deported Reich Germans suff ering in Siberia, but this 
conduct was not necessarily anti-Russian.120 

The most extreme case of disloyalty or potential treason was the creation of a self- 
defense organization (Selbstschutz) in the summer of 1915.121 This was also a prime ex-
ample of how the revolutionary experience of the 1905-1907 years was still present and 
active in the minds of the local population. In 1905, local Germans had banded together 
to protect banks and public buildings against revolutionaries and plunderers. They had 
also formed a kind of neighborhood watch (Nachbarhilfe) made up of all able-bodied 
males, organized according to city blocks.122 The Nachbarhilfe did not disband after 
the revolution. They collected weapons both locally in Riga and from abroad. When 
the war broke out in 1914, some of the leaders of the club considered calling for the 
remobilization of the members. But soon most of the weapons had been found in po-
lice searches and no action was taken. However, with the rise in the German army’s 
fortunes in the spring of 1915 and the possibility of the city changing hands, the mo-
ment again seemed opportune. They feared a transitional period of anarchy following 
a Russian retreat in which it would be necessary to defend German lives and property. 

115 Ibidem, 13 March 1915. See also Mein Heimatland, p. 19.
116 M , 6 March 1915; on both 4 February and 12 April 1915 she mentions the collections 

again and also notes in both entries the improved mood among Germans because of the suc-
cess of German arms at the front.

117 Ibidem, 6 August 1915.
118 Ibidem, 3 January 1916 and 3 January 1917.
119 Ibidem, 22 November 1916.
120 Ibidem, 14 January 1915; Mein Heimatland, pp. 11-12. 
121 All the information on this incident reported here is from one fi le: GARF 102/(7-oe delo-

proizvodstvo) 1916/584 Ob organizatsii “samooborony” ili “militsii,” pp. 3-5. There were 
also reports that the Germans were buying up fi rearms with the permission of the governor. 
GARF 270/1/91, pp. 51-52.

122 L , p. 236.
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Perhaps they were also planning to aid the German army more directly. The mayor, at 
that time still the German Balt Wilhelm von Bulmerincq , gave them permission to re-
form if the city were to be abandoned by the Russian army. The members did not want 
to wait, however, and began to join the local volunteer fi re departments for the purpose 
of using them as an organizational structure for a militia. Many of the fi re departments 
in Riga were not only organized by neighborhoods, but also had almost totally homog-
enous membership—all Germans, all Jews, all Latvians, or all Russians.123 The plot 
was uncovered in October of 1915 when a police search of a member’s quarters found 
compromising papers. The police followed the trail—and rumors—and made numer-
ous searches and arrests. The leaders of the Selbstschutz were deported. The police 
kept the rest of the members under observation for several months and then stopped 
pursuing the case. Episodes such as this demonstrate that the war eff ort had made tsarist 
policy more nationalist, more pro-Russian.124 Nonetheless, the measures taken in this 
case to combat treason by a group of non-Russians were comparatively mild by later 
standards.125

Revolution

The few months between the February Revolution of 1917 and the capture of the city 
by the German army in September of the same year was a period of contrasts. On the 
one hand, it brought a greater degree of civil and political freedom—for everybody, 
including the German population, despite the continuation of the war and the proximity 
of the front. On the other hand, the state was losing control and the growing anarchy 
left many citizens, especially the Germans, vulnerable to more direct attack by their 
neighbors or, more often, undisciplined soldiers or militiamen.

123 As far as I know, the other nationalaties did not use fi re departments as nascent militias. 
124 L , passim.
125 While events which happened thousands of miles away and twenty-fi ve years later have little 

direct relevance for the subjective experiences of historical actors, a comparison with the 
fate of the Japanese minority in California during the Second World War is illuminating. The 
Japanese were all deported to camps hundreds of miles away, despite being citizens of a de-
mocracy and that democracy being under relatively secure military circumstances. The west 
coast of the U.S. was never under plausible threat of invasion. In the Baltic, the situation was 
much more severe, with the Germans in elite societal positions, widely suspected of treason, 
and the German army literally within gunshot range. Nonetheless, the actions taken against 
the subject minority were astonishingly mild. While Roosevelt only needed two months af-
ter Pearl Harbor to sign the order for mass Nisei deportation, the tsar’s offi  cials hardly took 
action. Although the German army spent two years practically at the door of the city, there 
was no mass deportation of the Baltic German minority. Even when faced with evidence of 
armed and organized treason—the formation of a self-defense militia—the Russian military 
administration did not react with mass arrests. And while some Germans were deported, that 
simply meant that they were forced to live somewhere else. They were rarely confi ned to 
camps. Was it the higher societal status of the Germans that prevented more vigorous action? 
Was the American case more severe because of racial diff erences? Are leaders beholden to 
democratic pressure more inclined to take more drastic measures in situations like this?
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Spoken German was again permitted in public places, although it was still prohib-
ited for written correspondence, newspapers, street signs, and schooling. Organizations 
were permitted again and there was even one semi-legal German newspaper being pub-
lished by the new political party of local Baltic Germans, the Democratic Party.126 The 
“muzzle” was off . Political prisoners were released and many of them began to return 
to Riga. A number of letters from this period display considerable optimism and antic-
ipation about reuniting with exiled family members. They also report fear of growing 
lawlessness, however, a revolutionary lawlessness which would reach its apogee as 
legalized state terror in 1919 but was already becoming visible in semi-legal form.127

The political chaos in the city has already been described in greater detail.128 There 
were at times as many as four bodies in Riga claiming to be the top political authority. 
The police had been disbanded or fl ed, and soldiers and improvised militias were as-
signed by the various authorities to maintain order. They were not trained for the job 
and lacked the pay and discipline required for professional policing. The results were 
predictable: arbitrary searches, robberies of and arrests of members of the “bourgeoi-
sie.” The Germans were again reminded of the excesses of 1905. It was not only an ab-
stract memory. Some Germans were called to account for their actions of twelve years 
before and were tried by revolutionary tribunals. The joys of freedom were thus short-
lived. The revolution meant both the end of general anti-German oppression, on the one 
hand, and administrative and economic chaos and general lawlessness, on the other.

With the Latvian rifl emen roaming the streets as a police-militia with little to no 
controls on their behavior, occasionally arresting people, especially Germans,129 any 
sense of security brought on by political liberalization was kept strongly in check. Sev-
eral memoir and diary writers remark about how unpleasant it now was to go outside—
either because the droshky drivers were charging more or going on strike, or because 
soldiers were crowding other people out of the streetcars which were still in operation. 
Some Germans took comfort in the confl ict between Latvian and Russian soldiers in 
and near the city. They felt they would be in grave danger if only the Latvians were 
nearby.130

For the city Duma elections of August 1917, the Germans combined their eff orts 
into a Baltendeutsche Wählervereinigung (Baltic German Voters’ Union). It ended up 
winning nineteen of the 120 seats on the council, a share that was even greater than 
the proportion of Germans in the city’s population as a whole. The delegates consisted 
126 L , pp. 46 and 140 mention continued prohibition on newspapers and street signs and p. 

160 mentions the newspaper which was formally prohibited, but available at newsstands, the 
“News for the Members of the democratic party of Russian citizens of German nationality in 
Riga,” (Mitteilungen für die Mitglieder der demokratischen Partei russischer Staatsbürger 
deutscher Nationalität in Riga).

127 A German letter-writer used the expression with the muzzle in May of 1917 in his fi rst Ger-
man letter in a long time. VIA 1932/5/72, p. 91. There are several letters in the fi le. See also 
Auszüge aus der baltischen Tagespresse, 21/22, 10 September 1918 in BA-MA PHD 8/96 for 
articles looking back on the period before the German occupation one year later.

128 See Part I, Chapter 2, Revolution.
129 L , p. 46 mentions arrests.
130 This is confi rmed in several accounts, most vividly in L , p.17.
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of the liberal journalist Paul Schiemann  and otherwise mostly conservative represen-
tatives.131 There was considerable resentment at Russian soldiers getting a vote in the 
city elections of 1917.132

One eff ect the revolution had on the German community was to destroy the last 
vestiges of loyalty to Russia. For those few who still considered the feudal bonds to the 
tsar to be binding, despite the “treason” with which he had rewarded German loyalty 
since 1914, his abdication swept away all remaining ties. The liberalization off ered by 
the revolution was, for those with this understanding of their history, of little comfort. 
Several memoir writers name the day of abdication as the day of their liberation from 
feudal fealty.133 The end of the House of Romanov meant the end to Baltic German life 
in chains. After describing the various problems that being Russian subjects had meant 
to the Germans, Hilweg  writes: “Now it was suddenly all diff erent: The Russian em-
peror had abdicated on 2 March 1917, Russia was in total collapse, all the centuries-old 
ties to the East were severed and we could only turn westward, if we didn’t want to sink 
into the swamp of Bolshevism. And we did, gladly, with warm hearts; because our Ger-
manness had always been our purpose in life and a veneration of Germany universal 
amongst us.”134 When the German army fi nally captured Riga in August, everything 
changed for the German population, of course, and they soon used precisely those ar-
guments to make their case for annexation by the German Empire.

Liberation

For the Riga Germans, the fall of the city to the German army—referred to by Meyer as 
“Riga’s German Day,”135 —meant the end of the “Russian Time” and the beginning of 
a new era of normalcy, the opportunity to return to the way things were when Germans 
dominated the local scene, but with recognition that only the German Reich could pro-
tect their status and way of life. The Baltic German accounts of the liberation are very 
vivid and off er a stark contrast to the mood of gloom, despondence, and sarcasm which 
characterize the accounts of the preceding three years of war.

Pastor Poelchau  chose religious imagery for his description of the “miracle of re-
demption.”136 Helmuth Stegman  described the “tears of joy” upon liberation.137 Ac-
counts of general rejoicing in the city abound in the sources. One German report 
131 K , Kampf, p. 105.
132 L , p. 182.
133 For example in H , p. 63.
134 H , p. 63.“Nun war das auf einmal alles anders geworden: der russische Kaiser hatte am 

2. März 1917 abgedankt, Rußland war in vollem Zerfall, alle jahrhuntertalten Beziehungen 
zum Osten waren abgebrochen und wir konnten uns nur nach Westen orientieren, wenn wir 
nicht im Sumpfe des Bolschewismus ersticken wollten. Und das taten wir wahrhaftig gern 
und mit warmen Herzen; denn unser Deutschtum war uns stets unser Lebensinhalt gewesen 
und die Bewunderung Deutschlands war bei uns allgemein.”

135 “Rigas Deutscher Tag (3. September 1917)” is the title of the chapter on the fall of Riga in 
M , p. 10.

136 P , p. 54.
137 S , p. 230.
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emphasized that it refl ected a longing for peace by members of all segments of the 
population.138

Some of the witnesses tried to put the events of the day into historical perspective. 
For the jurist Hilweg , the arrival of the German army meant the end of a Russian yoke 
which had been bearable from 1710 up to the reign of Alexander  III, but had more 
recently become an unbearable form of chauvinism. He saw it as a great irony that the 
Russian army should retreat from Riga as if they were evacuating conquered foreign 
territory, looting and plundering, with the population happy to see them leave.139

The local Baltische Zeitung compared it to 1621 when the Germans had been forced 
to defend the city against the Swedes, their fellow Lutherans (Glaubensbrüder). In 1915 
they had been forced to close the gates to the “defenders and bearers of nation ality” 
(Schützer und Träger der Nationalität) in order to protect those who would oppress 
them. In the seventeenth century, the city had fallen to the Swedes in only a month. This 
time it took two long years, years which included the ruin of the evacuation and the 
chaos of revolution. The liberation of the city ended a period of suff ering and opened 
up a new era in the history of the homeland, leading, it was said, to the “distinctive 
unleashing of all native power” (“zu eigener Entfaltung aller heimischen Kräfte.”)140

Shortly after the capture of the city, the German military press ran a report about the 
evacuation two years before and, in a somewhat sardonic tone, refl ected on the German 
history of the city and how the Russian authorities had brought the loss of the city upon 
themselves by desecrating the churches during the evacuation:

Whoever touches me will lose Riga. When the German front approached the 
Düna two years ago the Russians decided it would be a good idea to take the 
church bells down from the towers… Even the bells of the Orthodox churches 
were taken down from their lofty heights. During the work in the tower of the 
Lutheran church of St. Jacob they found a bell with the verdict, “God protect us 
from the plague and from the Russians;” on another they found the prophecy, 
“Whoever touches me will lose Riga.” Unfortunately, nobody remembered to 
take a picture of the keen expressions on the faces of the commission made up 
of Russian military offi  cials and city fathers when, after the bells had been taken 
down, these heretofore unknown mottos were discovered and read out loud.141

The conquest of the city opened Riga’s doors to a fl ood of Reich Germans, begin-
ning, of course, with the German army itself. Some of them also later recalled the mood 
in the city at the time. Max Hoff mann , a German offi  cer, wrote to his wife in Germany 
about it:

Both the fi rst time when I came to Riga] with only His Royal Majesty [probably Prince 
Leopold ] and especially when the Kaiser  came on September 6th, the enthusiasm of the 

138 Korrespondenz B, 19 September 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917.
139 H , pp. 58-60.
140 Auszüge aus der baltsichen Presse, 10 September 1918, in: BA-MA PHD 8/96.
141 Korrespondenz B, 12 September 1917, in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917. The original Ger-

man can be found at the back of this volume. See “The Russians ignore a warning bell.”
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German population was touching. It was not like entering a conquered city, but as if we had 
liberated a German city. The beautiful weather and the magnifi cent image of Riga herself 
only added to the eff ect.142

This mood is understandable considering the onerous regime of the preceding three 
years. The following sixteenth months of German occupation were marked both by a 
surge of political activity which one might characterize as a look backwards, an attempt 
to regain some sense of the normalcy of prewar life which had been lost, as well as a 
surge in nationalism characteristic of modern political thinking, but marked by a polit-
ical project which pinned its hopes on the German monarchy.

The following spring a commemorative coin was created for the liberation of 
 Riga.143 A year after the event, the Germans were still in control of the city and de-
clared 3 September 1918 an offi  cial holiday. Flags were hung around the city, schools 
and offi  ces were closed and special services were held in the churches.144 A soldiers’ 
memorial was erected in front of the district courthouse. It depicted a German soldier in 
a winter coat.145 While the Baltic German sources paint a rosy, indeed a jubilant, image 
of 3 September, some were still extremely enthusiastic a year later. In August of 1918, 
the Rigasches Kirchenblatt spoke of an “intimate blending with the people of our lan-
guage and our faith” (“inneres Verschmelzen mit dem Volk unserer Sprache und unseres 
Glaubens”) in the work that lay ahead and an “intimate unifi cation with the German 
spirit and with German ways” (“innige Vereinigung mit deutschem Geist und deutscher 
Art”). The Baltic Germans no longer needed to hide their true feelings and attitudes. 
Thus, 3 September represented the liberation of their “innermost being” (“innerstes 
Wesen”) and the beginning of a synthesis of Reich and Baltic German  “Wesen.”146

That same week, the fi rst anniversary of Riga’s liberation, the Rigasche Zeitung 
commented, “We’re reading today about what we have experienced so often over the 
course of this year, that those German men who have sought us out, realized as if 
seized by revelation just how German our homeland is in its being and [how it] should 
and will belong to Germany.”147 Germany was fi ghting for the Baltic and that was 
seen as a call to duty for the Balts to share the burdens of the war. Remembering 

142 BA-MA N/37/2 Nachlass von Max Hoff mann, p. 194. Original quotation: “Sowohl das erste 
Mal, wo ich mit S.K.H. [evtl. Prinz Leopold] allein kam, als auch besonders bei Einzug des 
Kaisers, war die Begeisterung der deutschen Bevölkerung rührend. Es war nicht, als ob man 
in eine eroberte Stadt einzieht, sondern als hätten wir eine deutsche Stadt befreit. Dazu kam 
das wunderbare Wetter und das prachtvolle Stadtbild von Riga selbst.”

143 Korrespondenz B, 17 April 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
144 Ibidem, 29 August 1918.
145 Ibidem, 24 July 1918. This was the same location where a bust of Karl Marx would be 

 erected under the communists.
146 Auszüge aus der baltsichen Presse, 10 September 1918, citing Rigasche Zeitung in: BA-MA 

PHD 8/96.
147 Ibidem. Original quotation: “Lesen wir doch heute nach, was wir im Laufe dieses Jahres so 

häufi g erfahren haben, dass die deutschen Männer, die uns seither aufgesucht haben, es wie 
eine Off enbarung ergriff en hat, wie sehr unsere Heimat in ihrem Wesen deutsch ist und zu 
Deutschland gehören müsse und werde.”
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the  so-called Russenzeit – the period under Russian rule – as period of “mob rule, 
the rule of stupidity, depravity and malevolence” (“Pöbelherrschaft, Herrschaft von 
Dummheit, Schlechtigkeit, Böswilligkeit”) the author reinforces the sentiment of the 
past year which had quickly grown to a call for annexation, noting that they wanted to 
grow into Germany completely and not simply become similar in a superfi cial man-
ner.148 The same day, the Libauische Zeitung noted that Riga had kept its German char-
acter despite the crisis and might have ended up under communist administration if the 
“pointless election campaign” (“sinnlose Wahlkampagne”) had not been stopped at the 
last second. It then made the same call for a close relationship with Germany, recalling 
Riga’s particular and special relationship with Germany’s Hanseatic cities. “Riga is 
rooted with all the fi bres of its soul deep in the Germanness which has arisen to new life 
within its walls.” The newspaper claimed, furthermore, that Riga was now destined as a 
German city to lead the way in the service of the German cause (“deutsche Sache”).149

The German-language and military press confi rmed the impressions of 3 September 
by emphasizing the familiarity of the area for Germans. This was not a strange, foreign, 
“eastern” place of alien culture and unfamiliar land- and cityscapes. This was a place 
that German soldiers, administrators, and visitors could relate to. It was not only a place 
that celebrated their arrival as liberators, but a place that seemed to welcome them as 
long-lost relatives who had now, fi nally shown up again at the door.

One M. Büttner  described Riga in October of 1917 as being just as alive as Unter 
den Linden (a major boulevard in Berlin) and compared the city canal area to the Berlin 
Tiergarten. Probably in contrast to Polish and Lithuanian cities the soldiers had seen 
before, the city made a colorful impression on the German soldiers:

The young women of Riga—in pleasant contrast to the fi eld gray passers-by—appear to 
dominate everywhere; usually in white shoes and stylishly short skirts, they appear to ex-
press that truly German, textile-saving patriotism and, according to the unanimous opinion 
of all comrades surveyed so far, make up one of the most extraordinary attractions in Riga.150

He goes on to comment on German concerts (Liederabende), people trading news-
papers in the park, and the German signs now visible everywhere, no longer painted 
over. He emphasizes the Germanness of the city, particularly the Hanseatic architec-
ture.151 Another noted even the “Prussian” dialect of the Riga Germans. Here, German 

148 Ibidem.
149 Auszüge aus der baltsichen Presse, 10 September 1918, citing Libauische Zeitung in: BA-

MA PHD 8/96. Original quotation: “Riga wurzelt mit allen Fasern seiner Seele tief in dem 
Deutschtum, das in seinen Mauern zu neuem Leben erweckt ist.”

150 Korrespondenz B, Rigaer Brief by M. Büttner, Oktober 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-
1917. “Die Vorherrschaft hat scheinbar überall—im angenehmen Farbenkontrast zu den feld-
grauen Passanten—die junge Rigaer Mädchenwelt; meist in weißen Schuhen und modisch 
leicht geschürzt, scheinen ihre Vertreterinnen bereits den echt deutschen, Stoff e sparenden 
Patriotismus zu bekunden und bilden, nach dem einstimmigen Urteil aller bisher darüber 
verhörten Kameraden, eine der bemerkenswertesten Sehenswürdigkeiten Riga.”

151 Ibidem.
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military personal could fi nally fi nd German books again.152 A year later it was no diff er-
ent, with the press commenting on how much the German soldiers could feel at home in 
the Baltic area. The Germans, according to the Mitauische Zeitung in September 1918, 
now had a very diff erent relationship with the Estonians and the Latvians than seven 
hundred years before. They now shared the same religion, education and language.153 
The assertion that the Estonians and Latvians shared a common language with the 
Germans says a great deal about how common it was for Latvians, at least those with 
regular contact with Germans, to speak German, and how their relationship to all things 
German was perceived by the occupying forces. 

Certainly these impressions from the German military and German language press 
cannot be our only measure in this matter. For one thing, they contrast sharply with 
how the Latvians perceived their relationship with the new arrivals—perceptions to be 
explored later.154 For another, they do not agree entirely even with how the local Baltic 
Germans, with a sharper perception of local realities, understood their relationship with 
the Prussian army, on the one hand, and the Latvian majority population, on the other. 

Here I off er a contrast to the central argument of Liulevicius in his book War Land 
on the Eastern Front.155 His thesis, aimed more at the Lithuanian and Polish areas of 
occupation, was to show how diff erent the occupied areas of Eastern Europe seemed to 
the Germans and how their memories and descriptions of this “East” went on to shape 
their experience there in the Second World War. The German encounter with Riga is a 
diff erent story. However exotic the Polish and Lithuanian areas might have seemed to 
the German soldier, they found a very familiar, very German landscape in the northern 
Baltic and recognized it as such. An offi  cial source even described the people as famil-
iar and friendly. Referring specifi cally to the Latvians in the city of Riga in October of 
1917, the Ober Ost periodical Korrespondenz B described them as blonde, blue-eyed, 
a “handsome breed” (“schöner Menschenschlag”). The Latvian is considered to be 
smart and hard-working and, where he has a good heart, he is a good friend.156 This was 
therefore not portrayed as an alien landscape for the German army.

Germany and Germanization

The anti-German measures that had been in place under the Russian regime were of 
course reversed under the German occupation and German cultural life could come 
back out into the open and rebuild itself in all its peculiarities. German organizations 
tried to regroup and resume their activities. In May of 1918, a troop of boy scouts was 

152 Korrespondenz B, 8 November 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917.
153 Mitauische Zeitung, 1 September 1918 in: Auszüge aus der baltsichen Presse, 10 September 

1918, in: BA-MA PHD 8/96. The emphasis is mine, not in the original.
154 See Part II, Chapter 2, Occupation
155 L .
156 Korrespondenz B, 15 October 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917. Another article in the 

same issue reports, however, that the German authorities encountered friction with Latvians 
who were “roused” (“aufgehetzt”) by Russian revolutionary sentiment, which corresponds 
to the German topos of the Latvian being guided by others.
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founded in Riga, using the German model. In addition, singing clubs were established 
or reestablished and began planning concerts together, even the Livonian Local History 
Association (Verein für Heimatkunde in Livonia) reopened for the fi rst time in four 
years.157 The Riga Yacht Club, which operated on the Stintsee (Jugla), a lake just to 
the northeast of the city, might serve as a rather quaint example of these eff orts to re-
turn to normalcy. It had suff ered almost total ruin during the evacuation of 1915, since 
the Russian authorities had ignored their instructions on how the boats needed to be 
 handled. Their club evenings were prohibited and they could hardly sail, but through-
out the war did manage to raise chickens, bathe, and fi sh. They burned a boat and one 
of their buildings for heating. They participated in the revolution of 1917 by removing 
the title “Royal” from their club name. While the German occupation at fi rst prohibited 
any sailing, by the summer of 1918, as the front was now far to the east, they were re-
turning to normal: repairing boats, having their club evenings, sailing, even recruiting 
new members. While they did not celebrate their fortieth anniversary in 1918, they did 
host races on the Stintsee. Many members reported a “fl ourishing life” (“aufblühendes 
Leben”).158

The military provided some cultural off erings for both its members and the local 
well-to-do population, with military concerts in the Wöhrmann Park near downtown 
and special concerts for wounded soldiers, parties for offi  cers, and setting up host fam-
ilies for wounded soldiers over Christmas.159 The German soldiers’ aid association 
Deutsche Kriegerhilfe was founded in December of 1917 by the wealthy burgers of the 
city in a ceremony also attended by dignitaries.160

Nonetheless, as early as October 1917, only a few weeks into the occupation, a Ger-
man Balt reported that the “Rausch” (intoxicating happiness) was over and daily life 
had returned, although people were still happy. What they lacked, he felt, was “geistige 
Nahrung” (spiritual and intellectual nourishment), not enough of which was pouring in 
from Germany.161 While most of the city’s population was worried about much more 
fundamental forms of nourishment, there was at least some concern for a return of high 
culture.

The city “Germanized” to no small degree, albeit more by replacing what was Rus-
sian than by combating Latvian elements, something illustrated clearly in theater  policy: 
The First City Theater was made German again and reopened in October with a perfor-
mance of Wallensteins  Lager by a small group of local actors under the leadership of 
a prewar theater member.162 In the spring of 1918, the First City Theater was formally 

157 Ibidem, 22 May and 5 June 1918; Auszüge aus der baltischen Presse, 18 May 1918, citing 
Rigasche Zeitung, 10 May 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/96.

158 Korrespondenz B, 4 September 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918; Chronik des Rigaer 
Yacht-Club, pp. 75-20. In 1919, during the Bolshevik and Bermondt periods, the club again 
suff ered enormous damage to buildings and even lost their archive and library to plunderers.

159 LVVA 6431/1/2.
160 Korrespondenz B, 17 December 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917.
161 Ibidem, 15 October 1917.
162 Ibidem, 2 October, 1917. That is probably the small, provisional group mentioned in Korre-

spondenz B, 19 March, 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.



189

returned to the Large Guild and Kaiser Wilhelm  donated fi fty thousand Reichsmark to 
the German city theater for renovation.163 The director of the Lübeck city theater came 
to lead the German theater and a guest appearance by the Dresden Opera closed the fi rst 
season. Bertha Schemann , a Reich German actress who performed there in late 1918, 
left a strong impression in her account about what kind of a symbol the theater was for 
the German community, especially after its loss during the “Russian time.” She called 
it “one of the holy shrines of the people of Riga, the longed for and fought for shelter of 
their highest ideals” (“eines der Heiligtümer der Rigenser, der ersehnte, hartumkämpfte 
Hort ihrer höchsten Güter und Ideale”).164

While this represents a combination between a return to prewar normalcy and a 
strengthened cultural and political connection to the Reich, the Germans did not com-
pletely turn back to the clock to 1914. The Second City Theater was left to the Latvians, 
who had regained control of it after the February Revolution. Only during the summer 
was it still German, being used by the theater group of the German Eighth Army.165

In October of 1917, all street names were returned to their German, prewar desig-
nations.166 Later that month, the thirty-fi rst was celebrated as “Reformation Day” with 
no work and no school attendance.167 Some measures, which have more to do with the 
policies of the military occupation administration than with the German locals, are 
symbolically important in this context: the Orthodox cathedral on the Esplanade was 
made into a German Lutheran garrison church. Russian newspapers were shut down.

The cathedral museum was reopened in the presence of various military and civilian 
dignitaries, including Oskar von Hutier , commander of the Eighth Army. The newest 
item on display was the improvised black-white-red fl ag that fl ew from the boat that 
carried Kaiser Wilhelm  over the river into the city on his visit shortly after the libera-
tion.168 The art museum held an exposition of captured Russian weapons and celebrated 
its centennial a few years late (having been founded in 1816) with an exposition of 
Baltic artists.169

The Musse reopened, and the members did quite well at reconstituting what had 
been lost. In January of 1918, some members complained to the leadership about the 
high prices for food, the poor quality of the wine, the “step-mother-like handling” of the 
billiard tables, and the ineff ectual heating of the rooms.170 Despite the raging war—or 
because of it—vestiges of prewar life such as this were not unimportant for regaining a 

163 Auszüge aus der baltischen Presse, 18 May 1918, citing Rigasche Zeitung, 8 May 1918 in: 
BA-MA PHD 8/96; LVVA 2724/4/275, p. 11; LVVA 2724/4/276, p. 4.

164 S , p. 5.
165 Korrespondenz B, 19 March 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1918.
166 LVVA 2724/4/264. The source does not say whether it was an issue that streets would still be 

named after members of the Russian royal family.
167 LVVA 2724/4/222.
168 Korrespondenz B, 11 October and 26 November 1917 in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1917.
169 Ibidem, 12 March and 25 September 1918.
170 LVVA 6065/1/124 Die Musse, p. 58. The club’s records on the Bolshevik period are less 

vivid. But by the end of 1919 it was in Baltic German hands and at least their furniture seems 
to have survived intact. O , Children, p. 193.
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sense of dignity and normalcy, even if their position was somewhat more comfortable 
than that of the general population at this point.

The Musse was also the scene of an interesting account left by a Reich German, 
Ernst Pfeiff er , one of the many to come to Riga during the occupation period. His en-
counter with Riga Germans is paradigmatic for reasons that can be confi rmed by other 
sources: both the extreme friendliness and hospitality demonstrated by Baltic Germans 
toward Reich Germans upon their arrival and the fundamental diff erences in political 
opinion which had emerged by 1918. According to his account, when he entered the 
club, he was treated like an old friend and was immediately popular. He knew, how-
ever, that his opinions on political issues diff ered signifi cantly from those of the men 
who greet him.171 Public opinion in Germany had been calling openly and fervently 
for the annexation of the Baltic area since 1914. Pan-Germanist sentiment, which had 
allegedly been “distracted” by overseas colonial issues for most of the prewar period, 
rediscovered the Russian Empire’s Germans after Sarajevo and, supported by conser-
vative Baltic German exiles, let loose a fl ood of publications calling for the annexation 
of the Baltic littoral.172 By 1918, however, due to the course the war had taken and the 
increased awareness of national and revolutionary explosiveness of Eastern Europe, the 
mood had dampened. Despite the Kaiser’s  word that nothing German would ever be 
surrendered, the Reich German population had become much more pragmatic. During 
his “Evening at the Musse,” Herr Pfeiff er  engaged his Baltic German counterparts in a 
debate on the future of the Baltic. In the conversation recounted there, which might be 
fi ctional but nonetheless refl ect attitudes he had and encountered, he presented a case 

171 P , pp. 568-570.
172 The wartime publications of Balts in the Reich understandably refl ected more optimism 

and hope than can be found among Germans in the Baltic. They also sought to combat 
negative notions of the Baltic Germans and put that group in a positive light. The Baltic 
provinces had, according to this literature, maintained their Germanic character and 
morality (Sittlichkeit) and attachment to German culture (deustcher Kulturkreis) despite 
“foreign” occupation. The anti-Russian attitude of the Balts was emphasized. During 
the war, the Baltic Germans actually in Germany almost all favored a policy of German 
annexation. All favored a separation from Russia in one form or another. Many of them 
participated in publishing more than forty articles and books and other propaganda ac-
tivities in support of these ideas. The propaganda strongly favored the Germanization of 
the area. Settlement of Germans from other parts of Russia on Baltic lands would solve 
“the social dilemma,” it was claimed. Very few took the position of cooperation with the 
ethnic majorities in the Baltic. This activity puts the period of suff ering from 1914 to 
1917 and the role it supposedly played in turning Baltic attitudes toward Germany into 
another light. The Balts who had come to Germany long-term before the war or who 
were caught in Germany by its outbreak would not have lived through all the trials of 
the three-year Russenzeit. They could, however, perhaps be assumed to have a greater 
affi  nity with the German Reich than other Baltic Germans. Those who left the Baltic in 
1905 would have come to Germany with a negative attitude about Latvians and Esto-
nians. Their political views would probably not be typical for Baltic Germans actually 
in Riga during the war, at least not initially. L , pp. 224 and 254; L , Baltische 
Propaganda, pp. 187-190 and 199-200. This source lists justifi cations for the annexa-
tions on p. 200. Paul Schiemann, to be discussed below, is an obvious exception.
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for a position that would take into account the vital economic interests of the Russian 
state, the need to not disturb Russian feelings (das russische “Gemüt”), and the demo-
cratic and cultural rights of the Latvian population. This account demonstrates concern 
for the problem of Latvian “agitation” and a clear concern about the dangers of taking 
the national and class problems inherent to the area into the German state. According to 
the account the Baltic Germans were of a diff erent view. They argued that the Russians 
had waged war on Germany and hence deserved no love in return. It would be best to 
not talk about the “Latvian question,” they suggested. The Baltic Germans had dealt 
with them for centuries and could continue to do so on their own terms. The Latvians, 
unlike the Poles, were reasonable. And besides, their culture was entirely German. Just 
give us the time, the Balts argued, but please do not spoil it by forcing democracy on 
the situation now.173

Despite the change of loyalty refl ected in the political actions to be discussed be-
low, and the Germanization and normalization referred to here, there was not always 
total agreement between the military administration and the German population. The 
Eigenart (own special way) of the Baltic Germans, developed over the course of seven 
hundred years separated from the German heartland was not washed away by a pan-
icked rush into the arms of Imperial Germany. The best example of this was the school 
system. The local Germans wanted to reestablish their traditional school system while 
the occupying powers strove to impose Prussian organization and lesson plans on the 
whole occupied territory. They had done so in Courland with some success and were 
now setting up a new school system in Riga.174 School policy was at the heart of the 
Reich’s long-term Germanization plans, but despite increasing support for political uni-
ty with Germany, German Balts did not support Prussian pedagogy. In March of 1918 
Friedrich Demme, director of Riga schools, proposed a plan for the self-administration 
of the city’s schools. As Michael Garleff  has pointed out, it is a testament to the liberal 
nature of this proposal that despite its neglect by the German occupation authorities, 
it later served as the basis for autonomous schools in independent Latvia. In Riga, the 
Germans ended up having less time to carry out Germanization eff orts than they had 
in Courland.175

Despite some diff erences between them and the Reich German leadership, however, 
Baltic German attitudes and the corresponding political activity which now unfolded 
aimed at securing the local situation—with perhaps too little regard for global reali-
ties—and protecting against future threats from what they had experienced as Latvian 
anarchy and Russian caprice and cruelty. That meant attaching themselves to Germany. 
It also refl ected the fi nal station on the journey to modern nationalism among Baltic 
Germans, a journey which had begun in the nineteenth century and had now run its full 
course.176 Baltic German public life thronged to the cause. A Riga Baltic German jurist, 
Max Hilweg, later remembered the period with a considerable degree of pathos:

173 P , pp. 569-572.
174 S , p. 11.
175 Ibidem; G , pp. 457-458.
176 L , p. 225, argues that this development, which also amounted to a Baltic German 

hostility to democracy, led to the Baltic German enthusiasm for the National Socialists and 
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Only now awakened and, when looking back on the centuries of maintaining 
Germanness under Polish, Swedish, and Russian rule, we now believed we were 
able to recognize the sense and purpose of our changing history in the task of 
preparing ourselves for the annexation to Germany.

We were now all gladly ready for this: everywhere there was excitement and all 
political and private confraternities, all the estates (Stände), associations, clubs, 
and societies came together at large, solemn gatherings in order to pass resolu-
tions to become part of Germany. […] Thus all the academically educated met 
in black tuxedos with white ties in their various colored hats and bands in the 
Guild, thus the small German Aid Club voted […] for the annexation etc. The 
form of union [with Germany] wasn’t as important to most of us as the fact itself, 
whether we would be a Prussian province, a Reichsland or a Grand Duchy under 
a German prince: in any case Prince Joachim soon came to Riga and stayed for 
a period of time.177

On 8 December 1917, approximately four hundred Riga Germans met in the Large 
Guild and expressed their wish that Riga and the Baltic be permanently united with the 
German state. “Leaders of the Latvian classes” including F. Veinbergs , A. Krastkalns  
and Pastor K. Vemanis  supported the resolution. These men had, as the elections had 
shown, almost no support among the Latvian population.178

These meetings culminated in the public resolution made by seventy German or-
ganizations on 23 December 1917. Representatives of such diverse organizations as 
the bicycle, bobsledding, rowing, chess, and other sporting clubs, the pharmaceutical, 
teachers’, and other professional organizations, cultural organizations such as choirs 
and the poetry and art clubs, women’s organizations including the Riga Club of Virgins 
and the Association of Abstinent Women, educational societies, economic groups such 
as the Society of Home Owners, charitable organizations, and institutions including the 
zoo, the Musse, and churches all gathered and agreed on a text which refl ected the pro-
found change of view brought about by events since 1914.179 Only a few organizations 
known to have reconstituted themselves are missing from the list of signatories. As Wil-
helm Lenz  points out in his discussion of the document, it is written in a style typical 
of the more nationalist wing of German opinion. For example, it uses the Russian word 
“tsar” to refer to the former Russian ruler, instead of the German term “Kaiser” more 
typically used by prewar Riga Germans—presumably because “Kaiser” now referred 

hence, to their later disappearance from the historical stage. Ulrike von Hirschhausen ex-
plained changes in Baltic German political attitudes as taking them from a feudal to a more 
modern sense of political place. The German elites were becoming more oriented toward the 
modern idea of a national community or nation state and turning away from feudal notions 
of personal or contract-based loyalty: H , Wahrnehmung des Wandels, passim.

177 H , p. 64. The original can be found at the back of this volume. See “Germans favor 
annexation.”

178 B , Okupācijas, p. 95. Veinbergs had won one seat in the August elections for city 
council.

179 For the text of the resolution and a list of those signing and their organizations, see L , 
Kundgebung.
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to the German emperor. The signatories are almost all from the upper classes, many 
with higher education. Their views, according to Lenz , refl ected the opinions of the vast 
majority of the German population in the city at the time.180 The central argument in the 
document is that the feudal ties to the Russian monarchy were now broken—they were 
broken by the disloyalty of the crown and its persistent refusal over the past several 
decades, especially since the outbreak of the war, to respect the capitulation agreement 
of 1710, signed by Peter the Great  upon annexing Livonia: “The tsar and the state have 
betrayed us, not we them” (“Zar und Staat haben uns die Treue gebrochen, nicht wir 
ihnen”). The ties were further broken when the emperor abdicated his throne earlier 
that year, dissolving all legal obligations without any action being necessary on the part 
of the Germans. With regard to the revolutionary events of 1917, the resolution speaks 
of “freedom abused.” Attempts at cooperation with “clear-headed” (besonnen) Latvian 
neighbors had failed and the homeland tumbled toward further ruin. The freedom that 
had been promised only came when German troops liberated the city in September. The 
document concludes by stating that the insecurity of the present moment, the inability 
of Russia to hold her territory, and the non-viability of a Baltic state meant that the 
whole of the Baltic provinces, Estland, Livonia, and Courland, must be annexed by 
the German Empire: “To remain free means for us nothing other than to be annexed 
by the German Reich” (“Frei bleiben heißt für uns nichts anderes, als vom Deutschen 
Reiche angegliedert zu werden”). That was the only way to preserve the achievements 
of German culture over the preceding seven hundred years. The impression left by this 
declaration is indeed representative of the German attitude during this period. What 
started as feudal loyalty to the tsar and accommodation with the tsarist state had grad-
ually become more national, centered on the German community and had now, under 
German occupation, emerged as a strong identifi cation with the German nation state.

On 28 January 1918, the plenipotentiary of the Livonian Knighthood councils, 
Heinrich von Stryk , gave the Russian representative in Stockholm a declaration of in-
dependence of the Knighthood councils of Estland and Livonia. It referred to both the 
treaty of Nystad (1721) and the nationality policy of Lenin  in its justifi cation. The goal 
of the Baltic German leadership of creating a “unifi ed Baltic state” seemed near. They 
were relying on Latvian-Estonian antagonism to ensure German cultural, economic, 
and linguistic dominance.181

On 21 March 1918, the Riga city council passed a resolution to make Riga part 
of a unifi ed Baltic territory under the German imperial throne (the Courland Land-
tag had done so fi ve days after Brest-Litovsk) and telegrammed Wilhelm  II. Livonia 
soon did the same.182 On 12 April 1918, the Vereinigter Landesrat (United Land Coun-
cil), a nominally representative body dominated by the German nobility, consisting of 
thirty-four Germans and twenty-four sympathetic Latvians and Estonians, offi  cially 
expressed their wish for a “constitutional monarchy with a unifi ed constitution and ad-
ministration” in a personal union with the King of Prussia.183 The meeting of Landräte 

180 L , Kundgebung, pp. 66-67.
181 H , Letten und Deutsche, p. 267; G , p. 453.
182 BA R43/2406/5, Telegram 23 March 1918; B , Okupācijas, p. 95. 
183 H , Letten und Deutsche, pp. 267-268.
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from Livonia, Estland, and Oesel took place in Riga. All attendees had been hand-
picked by Germans. Later that month, they sent a delegation to Berlin.184

While there was by this time a broad consensus about a closer relationship to Ger-
many, a deutsche Zukunft or “German future” as one author has put it, the most vehe-
ment supporters of colonization and annexation were not as much among the urban 
Germans of Riga, but among the traditional landed elites (die Ritterschaft), led by men 
like Max von Sivers-Römershof  and Erich von Oettingen .185 Despite broad support 
among Baltic Germans, however, Germany never formally accepted the various off ers 
of annexation. In October of 1918, the new German government under Prince Max von 
Baden  recognized the right of Baltic self-determination.186 While that closed the door 
on a direct unifi cation with Germany, a united Baltic state encompassing the three Bal-
tic provinces (Estonia, Livonia and Courland) was still a possibility. Thus, a few weeks 
later, even while Germany itself plunged in chaos, the German nobility in the Baltic 
were still trying to shore up some sort of scheme which would assure their interests in 
the face Bolshevism, on the one hand, and liberal, democratic Latvian and Estonian 
states, in which the Germans would be a tiny minority, on the other. 

On 6 November 1918, the Vereinigter Landrat tried again. Reaffi  rming its April 
resolution, it determined to form a Baltic State comprising the three former Baltic prov-
inces. The German language was to be the primary language and there was to be some 
form of connection (“Anbindung”) to Germany. A Regency Council was elected to 
govern and it met in Riga Castle on the ninth. This body, led by the Livonian Land-
marschall, Heinrich von Stryk , enjoyed almost no support, and was not even accepted 
by the entire German population.187 Von Stryk  tried to support the creation of a unifi ed 
Baltic state by travelling to Sweden to get diplomatic support from that country and 
especially from Great Britain. That policy, if successful, would divide the Entente. 
But the mission failed and by the end of November, the Council had ceased to func-
tion.188 After the dissolution of the Regency Council (Regentschaftsrat) at the end of 
November, German interests were represented by the Baltic German National Com-
mittee (Baltisch-deutscher Nationalausschuß or Deutscher Nationalausschuß) which 
had been in existence since 9 and 10 November. It was made up by predominantly con-
servative Germans who were inclined to cooperate with the Latvian provisional gov-
ernment in creating an armed force capable of stopping the Bolshevik advance.189 The 
intent was to create a body that would remain above the fray of political diff erences and 
represent the political and cultural interests of the German minority. The main leaders 
were A. Reusner , W. von Rüdiger  and F. von Samson-Himmelstjerna . Despite its claim 
to be somehow above party affi  liations, it remained essentially conservative in outlook 

184 B , Okupācijas, p. 95; P , p. 181 mentions a “Riga council” passing a similar reso-
lution on the same day. This probably refers to the same event.

185 G , p. 465-470.
186 Ibidem, p. 466.
187 D , p. 278, G , p. 476.
188 G , pp. 187-191; D , p. 281.
189 D , p. 281.
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and did strive to create a German-dominated All-Baltic state.190 Its fi rst offi  cial action 
had been the call for recruits to form the Landeswehr on 13 November, a development 
covered in Part 1 of this study.191

Other Germans supported more liberal projects. The German-Baltic Progress Party 
(Deutsch-Baltische Fortschrittliche Partei) was founded on 8 November and did not 
participate in the National Committee but chose to deal directly and independently 
with Ulmanis  and the People’s Council. Ten days after the Latvian declaration of in-
dependence, while the Regency Council was dissolving, the Progress Party formally 
recognized the Latvian right to form a state and, two days later, acknowledged the dec-
laration of Latvian independence that had been made on 18 November. This party was 
led by Baron Eduard von Rosenberg , but had few members. They came from among a 
handful of German left-wing intelligentsia. In early December, fi ve of their members 
became members of the People’s Council, with Rosenberg  becoming the state chan-
cellor in the provisional government.192 Another group serving the same intelligentsia 
clientele was the German-Baltic Democratic Party (Deutsch-Baltische Demokratische 
Partei) which had been in existence since April of 1917. They followed the Progress 
Party and left the National Committee in December of 1918.193

Baltic German social and political activity during the German occupation period 
was marked by a strong, and toward the end even desperate, eff ort to prevent the pos-
sibility of being subject to the local Latvian majority. If the period of 1914 to 1917 
had taught them that political power was a prerequisite to this cultural and economic 
well-being, the period which followed the occupation would teach them, fi rst, that not 
only their well-being, but also their physical survival was at stake and, second, that they 
could nevertheless survive without uncontested political control.

The Time of Dread – “Schreckenszeit”

On 14 February 1919, after six weeks of communist rule in Riga, the young Baroness 
von Korff   wrote in her diary:

The memory of the period 1917-1918 is like a refuge for me, and even if that golden time 
never comes again, that feeling of comfort back then and the thought of fi nally having a 
fatherland was so incredibly beautiful.194

All the accounts of German witnesses which portray the four and a half months of 
Bolshevik rule in Riga in 1919 are, on so many points, so unanimous and so comple-

190 H , Letten und Deutsche, p. 270.
191 Ibidem. See Part I, Chapter 3.
192 D , pp. 283-285.
193 Ibidem, p. 283.
194 K , entry from 14 February 1919. “Die Erinnerung an die Zeit 1917-1918 ist für mich 

wie ein Zufl uchtsort, und wenn diese goldene Zeit auch nicht wiederkommt, aber das Gefühl 
des Geborgenseins damals und der Gedanke, endlich ein Vaterland zu haben, war so unsinnig 
schön.”
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mentary that the historian must consciously resist simply using their vocabulary and 
their judgments of the events. The communist period from 3 January to 22 May is 
described in entirely negative terms. From the German perspective, it was marked by 
hunger, arbitrary oppression, organized expulsion, robbery, terror, and murder. This 
relatively short period takes up a lion’s share in the collective memory of the German 
population of Riga and easily overshadows the burdens of the preceding years of war 
and revolution. It began with the destruction, reportedly by “Latvian workers,” of the 
most prominent of the Riga Germans’ institutions, the German Theater. It was set afi re 
during the night of 2 to 3 January 1919, while crowds roamed the streets and thousands 
were fl eeing. An eyewitness described the scene later with an imagery of symbolic col-
ours: “A gigantic blaze, glowing red and climbing up from the snowy landscape—that 
was the sign of the end of German rule, German culture and tradition in the proud old 
city—from now on chaos would rule!”195

At the end of December 1918, the Red Army was rapidly approaching Riga. The 
German army was marching back home to the west and the Landeswehr and Latvian 
army were still too weak. It was apparent that the city would soon fall into the hands 
of the communists. Many, especially Riga Germans, decided to fl ee the city rather than 
live under the Red regime. There was one large ship in the Riga harbor, the Roma, and 
it was virtually stormed by refugees on the night of 2 January before it weighed anchor 
and steamed off  to the north. Those who remained behind recount feeling a strong sense 
of abandonment by those who left. Their motivations for staying varied. Some stayed 
out of a sense of local loyalty. They did not want to abandon their home city. Consider-
ing the attitude that the war had robbed the Germans of any sense of homeland, perhaps 
Riga was all they felt they had left as a place and could not bear to be uprooted further. 
Others stayed because they were simply too old and weak for life as refugees or be-
cause they had elderly parents to take care of. George Popoff   recounts how his parents 
opted to stay in Riga because they had already fl ed Russia back to their traditional home 
and were simply not up to returning to the life of exile. They had already had terrible 
experiences with Bolshevik rule, but preferred it to life as refugees. Popoff   stayed on in 
Riga with them even while about half of his friends and acquaintances fl ed.196 Helmuth 
Stegman , a member of the city administration, opted to fl ee even though he had elderly 
parents in the city.197

The diaries and memoirs of the German population emphasize the dominant role 
played by hunger and the search for food during this period.198 What made the famine 

195 S , p. 19. “Eine riesenhafte Feuergarbe, glutrot aus der weißen Schneelandschaft 
aufsteigend—so kündete dieses Zeichen das Ende deutscher Herrschaft, deutscher Kultur 
und Tradition in der stolzen alten Stadt—fortan sollte das Chaos herrschen!”

196 P , pp. 21 ff . Also U -S , Erlebnisse, p. 6. The rush to board the Roma is 
described by P , p. 21; K , entries for 30 and 31 December 1918 describes helping 
people board a diff erent steamer to fl ee.

197 S , pp. 241 ff .
198 P , U -S , Erlebnisse, and P  all mention lines, hording and trips 

into the countryside in search of food. See K , 31 March 1919, 17 and 21 April 1919, 11 
May 1919.
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so harsh for the German population was the class-based policy of food-distribution 
pursued by the Bolsheviks. Germans suff ered directly under the new rationing system 
based on class. The upper classes got less to eat from the already scarce and meager 
food supplies than the working classes.

The German language was not prohibited, but it was also not considered an offi  cial 
language; it was “tolerated.”199 But that was only the offi  cial policy. Events had only 
exacerbated class and ethnic animosities. As Latvians were now roaming the streets 
often armed with both weapons and offi  cial or semi-offi  cial permission to rob and ar-
rest “class enemies,” and the “bourgeois” class was closely associated with German 
ethnicity, many Germans opted not to open their mouths in public.200 Another way to 
hide one’s class identity in public was to wear tattered clothing to give the appearance 
of poverty. The idea was to look like a proletarian, a worker, and not like a bourgeois 
or nobleman.201 Indeed, the class warfare that the new regime had unleashed got so 
mixed up with the anti-German attitudes of at least some of the Latvian population that 
some authors fail to distinguish between the two phenomena at all. The regime did not 
always make a sharp distinction either. The rhetoric was often strictly class-based—the 
middle and upper classes were referred to as “parasites,” “exploiters,” bourgeois, and 
so on. But often the “Baltic” nobility was the specifi c target. “German” nobility was not 
named directly, but all the Baltic nobility were German—and ideologically the polar 
opposite was the Latvian worker.202 The highpoint of this discrimination was the forced 
registration of the German nobility at the beginning of May. The privileges of the no-
bility had long been dissolved. Now the people themselves were to be banished—with 
the exception of those who were especially active revolutionaries and who had re-
jected their noble status.203 Some complied with the banishment by fl ight.204 Others, 
like Baroness von Korff  , tried to keep their noble birth secret. She was dismissed from 
her job in the city administration when her origins were found out, but not arrested or 
banished.205

Religious Life

An extreme example of open ethnic hatred and spontaneous violence is recounted by 
Edgar Pinding . One day he was walking by himself near the St. Gertrude church when 
he saw three drunken Red army soldiers about three hundred meters away:

199 H , Kommunistenchronik, entry for 8 March 1919.
200 See K , entry for 27 April 1919.
201 See, for example, U -S , Erlebnisse, p. 27; H , Kommunisten-

chronik, entry for 2 May 1919; P , pp. 64-66. Popoff  also describes an eff ort to return 
to normal clothing and “bourgeois respectability” after the liberation of late May, p. 324.

202 See for example Stučka’s polemic against a German leafl et dropped on the Red Army, in 
Rote Fahne, 30 April 1919 or K , 2 April 1919, 23 April 1919

203 A , p. 88.
204 See for example U -S , Erlebnisse, pp. 42 ff .
205 K , entry for May 11 1919.
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Suddenly I heard one of them, who was pointing at me, say loudly, “Comrades, there goes 
one of those damned German Burghers. Come on, let’s shoot the dog!” While he was still 
talking, the others slowly raised their weapons while they walked towards me. 

Pinding  did not know what to do and sent a “quick prayer to the Almighty” when 
“at that moment a deep, wonderful peace came over me, so that I continued calmly on 
my way. Suddenly one of them called, “Don’t shoot, let him go!”206

Whether or not this incident is true, it certainly refl ects German memory of fear of 
ethnic and class violence. It also serves to illustrate another element of German 1919 
war experience: a stronger than usual degree of piety. It is refl ected in the memoir liter-
ature by several elements. One element was the account of miracles. Pinding’ s account 
clearly implies that he was saved from being shot by means of prayer. He recounts 
two other incidents of direct divine intervention. In one, his mother was stopped by a 
patrol while hiding food under her clothing. She did not react to them with fear, but 
with courage and Christian confi dence. The soldiers opted not to search her and the 
food was saved.207 In another incident, a Red Army soldier supposedly fell dead in the 
apartment of a Riga bourgeois after fi nding a Bible and tearing it to shreds.208 Although 
these miraculous accounts by Pinding  may not be entirely typical for Baltic German 
religiosity, he is not alone. Arved von Ungern-Sternberg  was also convinced of the 
power of prayer:

One day several cars pulled up in front of our house. My wife dropped to her knees and 
begged, “Heavenly Father, grant us a miracle. Let them pass us by!” The robbers came into 
our yard, but passed around our house, plundered the neighbors and robbed them of their 
furniture.209

206 P , pp. 43-44. “Plötzlich hörte ich einen von ihnen, indem er auf mich zeigte, laut 
sagen, ‘Genossen, das ist auch so einer von den verfl . … deutschen Bürgern. Kommt, wir 
wollen den Hund erschießen!’ Während der eine Bolschewik dies noch sprach, nahmen die 
andern denkbar umständlich ihre Gewehre zur Hand und fi ngen an, im Gehen auf mich an-
zulegen. … [I]m gleichen Augenblick erfüllte mich ein tiefer, wunderbarer Friede, so daß ich 
ruhig meinen Weg fortsetzte. Plötzlich rief einer von den Rotgardisten: ‘Schießt nicht, laßt 
ihn laufen!’”

207 Ibidem, pp. 39-40.
208 Ibidem, p. 51.
209 U -S , Erlebnisse, pp. 29-30. He was a chairman (Vorsteher) for the local par-

ish (Kirchspiel) and therefore probably more religiously conscious than most. His memoirs 
contain refl ections on more matters of faith as well. See, for example, pp. 26 ff . Original 
quotation: “Eines Tages erschienen viele Wagen vor unserem Hause. Auf den Knien liegend, 
fl ehte meine Frau: ‘Himmlicher Vater, tue ein Wunder, laß sie an uns vorübergehen!’ Die 
Räuber kamen auf unseren Hof, gingen um unser Haus herum, plünderten das Nachbarhaus 
und führten von dort Sachen und Möbel fort.” The verb used to express “pass us by” is the 
same as that used in the Luther Bible at Matthew 26:42 when Jesus expresses the wish that 
the cup “pass away from me.”



199

Miracles aside, all the memoir authors emphasize the renewed importance of reli-
gious life. It had redoubled since the “Russian time” of the early war years when the 
churches had been the only public place where one could be German at all. The  arrest 
and murder of pastors, the holding of political rallies in church sanctuaries (with partici-
pants who would reportedly spit and smoke210), being forced to work on Good Friday 
and the prohibition on religious instruction for children were all perceived as attacks on 
Germans’ religious life which they found deeply insulting and remembered long after 
the events. A fearful symbol of this was a Bolshevik armored car sometimes seen in the 
city streets with the name “Antichrist” stenciled on the side.211

Some of the pastors played a great role for the German Lutheran congregations in 
Riga and would become martyrs when imprisoned and executed by the Bolsheviks. 
They were central to the only lasting German site of memory, the liberation of Riga in 
May of 1919, to which we will return later.

The World Turned Upside Down212

An important reality in the experience of the German population during this period was 
the intrusion of strangers into their homes.213 This represented the endpoint in a trajec-
tory of decline which had begun in 1914 when they lost their language and continued 
with the loss of much of their wealth, the collapse or robbery of their institutions, and 
the forced retreat from public space. They had now lost sovereignty over their own four 
walls, an experience which exacerbated the already acute sense of danger. The houses 
of the well-to-do were subject to search at any time of day or night. All the memoirs 
record the horror felt by the victims of these arbitrary, spontaneous intrusions of armed 
Bolsheviks. The perpetrators are variously described as “Red Army soldiers,” “militia-
men” or Flintenweiber (Flintenweib, Flintenweiber in the plural, is a derogatory term 
for “woman with a gun”), a circumstance which has made an archival search for the 
perpetrators very diffi  cult. It has not proven possible to reconstruct exactly which units 
were involved offi  cially or unoffi  cially. The searches of people’s houses were an im-
portant element in the policy of rule by terror. 

“Legal” house searches were probably carried out by militia units which were 
charged with taking inventory of and confi scating various forms of wealth and prop-
erty. Illegal searches began immediately after the fall of the city to the Reds and con-
tinued up to the very end of communist rule. The regime tried, at least in the press, to 
210 Ibidem, p. 12. There are many references to church life in K , passim, starting on the 

entry of 4 January, the second day of communist rule. See also M , p. 26.
211 P  mentions this on p. 48.
212 This title was suggested by a quote from P , p. 53. Upon the arrival of the communists 

in Riga and the publication of their fi rst decrees, his mother proclaimed, “The world is upside 
down.” 

213 P  even dedicates an entire chapter to this phenomenon, titled “The Attack on the 
Home” in the English translation (chapter V), and it is also discussed by P , pp. 29-30. 
The K  diaries are full of entries about searches of friends’ homes, the constant fear of 
being searched and robbed, the loss of possessions, etc. See also B , pp. 237-241, 
247, 269, 279.
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stop the illegal searches, but to little avail. The victims apparently could not tell the 
diff erence. They describe the long wait for the day or night when it would fi nally be 
their turn to be searched. There would be a loud knock at the door, sometimes in the 
middle of the night. Then armed people, sometimes men and women, would barge into 
the apartment or house. They were sometimes cordial, but usually rude and arrogant 
as they plundered the property of the owners. They took more or less whatever they 
wanted. The highpoint of this experience, the invasion of the home, was the forced 
resettlement of many at the end of March.

These house searches could be accompanied by arrest, or a visitation could be for 
purposes of arrest. People lived in constant fear of being taken as hostages or thrown in 
jail. The terror is described in German accounts as completely arbitrary. When family 
members were taken away, a number of things could happen. One might be released, 
imprisoned, deported or shot. The Central Prison out near the factory ring and the Cit-
adel prison in the city center were quickly fi lled. Several sources recall agonizing pe-
riods of uncertainly among family members wondering about the fate of their arrested 
parents, children, and siblings, walking from offi  cial to offi  cial or from prison to prison 
to fi nd out the location or fate of a loved one, long days or even weeks of languishing 
and starving in over-crowded communist prisons, and waiting in line or bribing guards 
to bring food to the prisoners. One author described Easter Sunday characterized not 
by processions of worshippers, but by columns of people on their way to the city’s 
prisons to bring food and other gifts to relatives behind bars. Some of the families had 
lost both their parents and the children were trying to somehow get food to imprisoned 
adults.214 The prison narratives of the period have become part of the topos of a passion 
and martyrdom of Baltic Germans, especially pastors, in Bolshevik prisons and facing 
the fi ring squads, to be discussed in more detail below.215

Forced labor was also a possibility for class enemies. The “social work” required 
by the communists of members of the bourgeoisie who were found not to be doing 
“so cially productive work” was essentially slavery as described by witnesses. Two wit-
nesses report seeing a large dung cart being pulled through the streets by upper-class 
Germans. It was apparently a regular sight. George Popoff   describes it in especially 
vivid terms: 

Old men were clothed in miserable rags. Some were barefooted, others were shod with rough 
wooden clogs. Most of them had long, shaggy beards. Nevertheless I thought I could rec-
ognize among them well-known personalities—a former Mayor of Riga, a bank director, a 
retired general, a lawyer, a big business man, a Livonian country gentleman, an old clergy-
man, and one or two others. […] They were all so terribly emaciated that, with their hollow 

214 P , pp. 279-280 describes people spending Easter Sunday not in an Easter procession, 
but walking through the streets to the prisons carrying packages of food for relatives being 
held in prison.

215 There are many accounts. See for example: P , pp. 211-221 and 275-281; G , Ge-
fängnistage; B , pp. 269-287 is an especially vivid account of a long time in prison 
and the family’s eff orts to free him written by a Baltic pastor who survived the Citadel; see 
also K , entries for 21 March, 15 and 20 April, 19 May 1919.
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cheeks, greenish-yellow faces and sunken, dark-ringed eyes, they now looked like being 
risen from the grave.216

The list of victims in this scene is rather too comprehensive, being a complete list 
of all the categories of well-to-do Germans, from the landed nobility to the urban pro-
fessional and the clergyman. Indeed, the account is typical of the whole source. Some-
how, George Popoff   manages to personally witness just about everything signifi cant or 
worthy of reporting that happened in the city during the period. Clearly, he is piecing 
together his impressions from incidents that he really saw, from various accounts he 
has heard from others and perhaps combining and embellishing the images to paint the 
most lurid picture possible of Latvian communism. Thus, while the incidents he reports 
are often corroborated by other sources and remain plausible as historical realities, 
they are more indicative of German perception and memory of their experience under 
Latvian communism than they are a complete and accurate portrayal of exactly what 
transpired. The German elites pushing a dung cart through the city streets is his vivid 
illustration of the world turned upside down.

The constant fear of arrest, imprisonment, and murder make up a large part of the 
German accounts of the period. The climax was to be the mass execution in the Cen-
tral Prison on the very day of liberation, to be described below. The horror continued 
beyond the liberation, however, as people sought to fi nd the remains of their loved 
ones. People would learn about the execution of their relatives from the newspaper or 
perhaps from an acquaintance or even a prison guard if and went they went to inquire 
about prisoners. The prison guards, who were long-time wardens and not necessarily 
Bolsheviks, were known to pass on notes from the condemned. From them they could 
also sometimes learn where their relations had been shot. Witnesses who lived near the 
places of execution, usually Bikern woods, were also helpful. After the communists 
were driven out on 22 May, various mass graves were found and uncovered. Bodies 
which could be identifi ed were re-interred in family plots. George Popoff   recounts the 
story of his acquaintance Igor Somoff   who had been scooped up, along with his father, 
on 19 March, during the panic when Mitau was under attack by the Whites, kept at the 
Citadel with thirty cell mates and sentenced to death. The next evening he was driven 
out to the forest where he died in a mass execution.217 It was only on 12 June that Isa 
Masing  began to be sure that her brother Eduard, missing since his arrest under the 
Bolsheviks, had in fact been executed. A man who had fl ed on the night of the mass 
shooting had seen him.218 It was only a month later that his body was found and he, 
along with her young nephew Arved, could be identifi ed and re-interred in the family 
plot. She and about eighty other people were present to identify the thirty bodies as they 

216 P , p. 176-177. This matches closely an account by an English resident of Riga who was 
married to a German. See HI ARA 335-19, “De Profundis,” pp. 8-9. See also K , entry 
for 28 February 1919.

217 P , pp. 211-212.
218 M , 12 June, 1919.
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were disinterred at the place of execution219, a scene that was undoubtedly repeated 
numerous times throughout the summer of 1919.220

The death toll under the communists features prominently in German memory of 
the period. The lists of many of those murdered were published in the Rote Fahne, this 
being a time when the regime was still proud of its inhumanity and revolutionary zeal 
and had not yet learned to cover itself in the guise of a more inclusive, democratic state. 
There has not yet been a systematic study of the death toll left in the wake of the 1919 
Bolshevik period.221 Popoff   writes that 13,500 people lost their lives during the “Time 
of Dread” (Schreckenszeit) in Latvia. At least 1,549 were shot in Riga. Those are the 
confi rmed dead for which a paper trail could be found in the weeks following the recap-
ture of the city. Hunger accounted for another 8,590 persons.222 Another source counts 
the toll at somewhere between 3,600 and fi ve thousand killed, two thousand dead of 
disease and twenty thousand people put into concentration camps.223 A disproportion-
ately high number of these victims were Baltic Germans.

One phenomenon which appears again and again not only in the accounts of the 
house searches, but also in descriptions of other events outside the home, is the red 
Flintenweib—the “gun woman.” It would be an exaggeration to claim that the Flinten-
weiber were the central experience of Riga’s Germans in 1919, but in several ways 
they stood for everything that had gone wrong and become unbearable for the German 
community. They provide a cogent symbol of the Schreckenszeit, as the Germans called 
those four and a half months, by representing how much the world had been turned on 
its head.

The “Flintenweiber” get special attention in many German memoirs. According to 
Vestermanis , these Latvian women also drew special attention at the May Day parade: 
“They, who had been oppressed until very recently, today could defend their liberated 
fatherland together with the men.”224

The so-called Flintenweiber were members of a militia unit which I have been un-
able to trace in the archives and therefore cannot precisely identify. It was formed 
in February or March in Riga.225 They are described in one source as “the volunteer 

219 M , 16 July, 1919. See also M , pp. 143-145.
220 Baltische Blätter, 10 July 1919 and 9 August 1919, p. 179, report on these eff orts and the 

diffi  culty in identifying bodies.
221 So far, post-communist Latvian historiography has avoided the subject, despite an under-

standable interest in recording the cost of later communist occupation. While the occupations 
of 1940-1941 and 1944-1991 fall within the period of living memory, 1919 lives only in the 
childhood recollections of a very few elderly Latvians. Perhaps just as importantly, the ques-
tion of occupation, perpetrators, and victims is far less clear cut, as we shall see below in the 
section on Latvian wartime and postwar experience.

222 P , see “Afterward.”
223 P , p. 183.
224 V /G /M , p. 63. I have alread related much of this material on the 

Flintenweiber in Riga in H , Die Welt steht Kopf.
225 The earliest mention of the Flintenweiber that I have found is by K , in her entry from 

the 19th of February. But other sources mention them starting only in March. 
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Latvian-Bolshevik Women’s Regiment”226 and by another as the “women of the Riga 
Combat Group.”227 Usually they were not named in the context of a specifi c unit, but 
were simply contrasted with the men: “Red army men and Flintenweiber” or “Militia 
and Flintenweiber” or mentioned alone as “Flintenweiber.” In a Russian memoir they 
are simply “Red Amazons.”228

In the perceptions and memories of the Riga Germans, the Flintenweiber were 
the embodiment of evil. According to the memoirs and diaries, they were the ones 
designated to perform the countless executions.229 The accounts claim that they shoot 
poorly,230 they are dirty, and they have lice and carry typhoid fever.231 Various sources 
reported on how they would gladly take on the job of murder when the men are no 
longer able to stand the horror:

“Twenty-one men were taken out of their cells during the night and led into the 
courtyard for execution. Calls for help and cries of desperation were heard. Pas-
tor Paul Treu appealed to the others to remain calm and accept God’s will and 
led them in a death prayer. They are shot in groups of fi ve. Flintenweiber rush 
to do their executioner’s duty, which provides them with sexual gratifi cation. 
They shoot poorly. The other prisoners hear from the cells the death screams 
after the fi rst salvo, the heavy gasping of the wounded, the crack of the coups de 
grace…”232

“This is where the Flintenweiber had a special job to do, which they fulfi lled 
by shooting the prisoners. These sadistic dames did the job in the most brutal 
way. Whenever it so happened that the Red guards failed to kill their victims, the 
Flintenweiber did so with an icy laugh.”233

“In the Schützengarten park the Flintenweiber practice shooting. You can always 
hear them when you walk by. They are now the ones who usually perform the 
executions, as it is getting to be too much for some of the men.”234

226 P , pp. 44-45.
227 K , p. 72.
228 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsia, p. 254. 
229 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsia, p. 254, makes the dubious claim that it was 

established beyond doubt after the communists left the city that all the executions of “count-
er-revolutionaries” were carried out exclusively by these women.

230 H , Kommunistenchronik, entries from 16 March 1919 and 25 March 1919; U -
-S , Erlebnisse, pp. 33-34; K , entry from 5 May 1919; P , p. 45.

231 H , Kommunistenchronik, entry from 14 April, 1919, K , entry from 3 March, 
1919.

232 H , Kommunistenchronik, entry 16 March 1919. The original German for all the 
quotes given here can be found at the back of this volume. See “When the killing is just too 
much for the men.” 

233 P , p. 45.
234 K , entry from 19 February 1919.
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“When the murdering fi nally made the militiamen sick, or maybe because this 
kind of nighttime work was inconvenient, the so-called Flintenweiber, the 
 women’s militia, declared their readiness to take over the shootings, which made 
them sadistically happy.”235

“Early in the morning in the Kaiserwald, Flintenweiber perform their executions 
and death sentences while laughing and joking.”236

For the young Baroness von Korff  , they were the epitome of cruelty:

I am more afraid of those women than of anything. They are worse than any animal. You just 
have to look at them to know that they would gladly kill you immediately in cold blood.237

They are described as animals, “dehumanized (entmenschte) Weiber.”238 Much like 
animals with special senses, they apparently managed to fi nd gold in rooms which had 
been repeatedly searched by experts, although the women themselves never wrote a 
protocol or left a fi le on any search.239 But they seemed to make some eff ort to maintain 
the facade of a civilized, human appearance. This only turned them into whores in the 
eyes of the German bourgeoisie, however, further creating a sexualized perception of 
violent, proletarian women. Hedenström  describes one such scene: “A troop of silly 
[lustig] militia-women, dressed up in feathered hats, hung with costly boas and guns, 
marches along.”240

Popoff   sees in them the “offi  cial and unoffi  cial wives” of Bolsheviks, formerly 
whores, wearing suggestive clothing and usually drunk.241 The typical Flintenweib 
in these accounts is a former housemaid or former prostitute. But a Russian witness, 
 whose overall account of the city during this period and the Flinterweiber in particular 
otherwise closely matches that of the German memoirists, describes them as the off-

235 U -S , Erlebnisse, p. 20. The topos of the woman being willing to kill when 
the men were no longer able was even recorded in the 1950s. See B , p. 269.

236 H , Kommunistenchronik, entry from 26 March 1919. See also P , p. 47.
237 K , entry from 19 February 1919. “Vor diesen Frauen habe ich mehr Angst als vor allen 

anderen, denn sie sind jetzt schlimmer als jedes Tier. Man braucht sie nur anzusehen, um zu 
wissen, daß sie einen kaltblütig und gern sofort totschießen würden.”

238 P , p. 47; M , p. 25; P , p. 219 recalls them “screeching,” a term usually used 
for machines or animals. K , entry for 2 February 1919, describes them as hyenas. 

239 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsia, p. 254.
240 H , Kommunistenchronik, entry from 2 May 1919. K , describes several com-

munist women who are housing in a bourgeois apartment along with “Bolsheviks” as “ge-
schminkt” (“made up”) and “geputzt” (“done up”). When they took a bath, they fl ooded the 
bathroom and laughed while the apartment owners tried to clean up. Entry for 3 March 1919. 
P , pp. 161-162, describes them wearing Russian fur caps, furs, patent-leather shoes, 
dance frocks and “grotesque-looking ostrichfeather hats.”

241 P , pp. 161-162 and 219. Later, he claims most of them were “former Riga prostitutes,” 
p. 329.
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spring of the middle class, motivated solely by plunder and not at all by ideology. They 
also have an almost supernatural or animal-like ability to detect valuables:

Young Latvian communist women took the place of the militiamen, women who, 
in all likelihood, had until now been scribbling with their pens in some offi  ce or 
sitting on the neck of some patriarch waiting for a suitor. It would be a mistake 
to think that the communist women came from the ranks of the proletariat. Of 
course there was some small percentage of energetic and eff usive proletarian 
women among them. But most of them came from roughly the same social circles 
as those brothers with whom they shared their bloody handiwork. They were the 
daughters of small and middle tradesmen, apartment building owners and the 
like. Least of all, of course, were any of them interested in communism and rev-
olution and at the base of it, joining them was motivated by the same expectation 
of easy and quick gain and quick wealth at the expense of others that took hold 
of the red rifl emen who brought from Russia not only poods of tsarist, Kerensky, 
and Duma currency, but also gold, silver, and jewels stolen from those Russian 
bourgeois who had died in secret police prisons and camps.

That is how I explain the sudden communism of all the Latvian eligible brides 
who once appeared on the streets in hats and with guns over their shoulders.

The more the red amazons moved from standing watch and doing guard duty 
to the service of the secret police and took part in searches and arrests, the bet-
ter their outward appearance got day by day. They strutted along the streets in 
polished booties, with jewels in their ears and jeweled rings on their manicured 
hands (all the communists were keen on manicures, from the leaders all the way 
down to the line rifl emen), but still with the rifl e over their shoulders, barrel 
pointed down.

It was one of the most loathsome images of Latvian communism.

And these young shrews stood out for their exclusive and purely devilish cruelty.

If some poor accused person being subjected to a secret police search might occa-
sionally touch the heart of a male chekist and he, giving in to the tears of children, 
might continue the search superficially and formally (there were such cases), 
these female communists would not be affected by such things as children’s tears 
or hysterics. Women chekists always had some kind of super sense with which 
they uncovered the hidden gold and valuables even in apartments which had been 
searched more than once by specialists.242

When the day of liberation came and White troops fought their way into Riga, 
Popoff   recounts that revenge was taken on these women with special enthusiasm wher-
ever they could still be found in the city. They were shot on sight. But even facing 

242 Berezhanskii, Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsia, pp. 253-254. The original Russian can be found 
at the back of this volume. See “Latvian Amazons.”
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death, according to his account, they retained their uninhibited qualities, spitting at 
their killers or raising their dresses in erotic insult and defi ance.243

The Flintenweiber are interesting because they are both important for the subjec-
tive experience of the German witnesses while, at the same time, they elude an easy 
historical description and evaluation. They bring with them a whole knot of questions 
involving nationality, class, gender relationships, and psychology. The diffi  culty in dif-
ferentiating between straightforward historical facts on the one hand, and the subjective 
judgments of historical participants on the other, becomes immanent. 

More than thirty years ago, Klaus Theweleit fi rst drew scholarly attention to the 
Flintenweiber. His study focused on the memoirs of German Freikorps soldiers in Ger-
many and in the Baltic region in the years immediately following the surrender of 
Germany to the Entente. According to his original but controversial approach, these 
soldiers, at least when recording their experiences after the fact in the 1920s and 1930s, 
saw proletarian women primarily as Flintenweiber. The Flintenweib revealed in this 
literature, which Theweleit refers to as “pre-fascist,” has much in common with the 
Riga Flintenweib discussed here: they are portrayed as violent, drunken, resemble pros-
titutes or are actually former prostitutes, and have animal-like qualities. The women in 
Theweleit’s study are, in fact, mostly nurses or other women working with the armed 
workers’ units fi ghting against the Freikorps. But in the eyes of the bourgeois soldiers, 
these women become transformed into a projection of the soldiers’ own fear of women 
and their hostility toward sexuality and anything feminine. The women change beyond 
recognition or are simply fantasies, writes Theweleit, by-products of the Freikorps sol-
diers’ fear of death. The men have a patriarchal perspective which considers proletarian 
women with their apparently looser sexual mores to be dangerous, even “castrating.”244

So could it be that the Flintenweiber of Riga were only a common stereotype, lack-
ing in any real, objective historical basis? Certainly, some of their characteristics fi t in 
quite well with Theweleit’s thesis. They refl ect the common prudish, bourgeois per-
spective on the working class more than the reality of those workers’ lives. Most if not 
all the references in the Riga literature to sexuality and the ecstatic lust that the women 
associate with violent killing should be seen in this context. They are almost certainly 
rumors and the result of a mostly “male fantasy,” for which Theweleit’s psychoanalytic 
approach is plausible. 

Theweleit goes further, however, presenting historical evidence that seems to prove 
that it was something of an open secret that the housemaids from the lower classes 
were subject to the sexual desires of their employers and their sons. This established a 
connection in Wilhelmine society between housemaids and whores, part of a broader 
“whore complex” (Hurenkomplex) in which the proletarian woman was imagined in 
the minds of the bourgeois class.245 The housemaids certainly play their part in the Riga 
memoirs. Popoff   refers to the Flintenweiber as former housemaids or former whores. He 
recounts how his own housemaid looked very much forward to the arrival of the Bolshe-

243 P , p. 329. A Flintenweib lying in a pool of blood is also described in Der 22. Mai.
244 T , pp. 66-86, especially the chapter “Flintenweiber. Die kastrierende Frau.”
245 T , p. 172. The entire chapter starting on p. 146 is about male projections of prole-

tarian women.
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viks. When they arrived, she ran away and joined them, presumably joining the ranks 
of the Flintenweiber. This was, according to Popoff  , not untypical and often had serious 
consequences for the former employers if and when she returned with armed comrades 
and revealed hidden stores of food or valuables. Such betrayal could even result in the 
deaths of family members.246 I would be going too far, however, to speculate with the 
limited sources available as to the sexual pre-history of the instances recorded for Riga.

Despite the power of Theweleit’s approach for explaining some aspects of the 
Flintenweib phenomenon, there is ample evidence that these women were a reality, and 
not simply a prudish fantasy. For one thing, all the accounts are remarkably similar, 
regardless of the gender of the writer or of the time the account appeared. Baroness von 
Korff  , writing in her diary as the events unfold, portrays the Flintenweiber the same 
way as does Pinding  writing fi fteen years later. Hedenström , writing only a few weeks 
after the fact, and Popoff  , writing in the late 1920s, both agree. And these men are not 
Freikorps soldiers taking aim at distant and unfamiliar fi gures through the sites of their 
rifl es, but civilians often dealing with them directly, people who saw the events in Riga 
fi rst hand and who had their apartments searched by the people they describe. Thewe-
leit does neither the witnesses nor the armed women of Riga justice by relegating all of 
this to the erotic subconscious.

But we also have at least one witness from the other side. A Latvian woman, writing 
in 1959 for the fortieth anniversary of Bolshevik rule in Riga, recounted her role in the 
Latvian Bolshevik republic of 1919. As a former housemaid, she felt she belonged to 
the “most oppressed level of the working class.” She joined the party in 1917 and did 
her part for the new communist regime in 1919:

The occupiers [i.e. the Germans – M.H.] had robbed Latvia. Neither the work-
ing class nor the Red Army had any food. The bourgeoisie and speculators were 
keeping secret stores of supplies in various places. Since I was a member of the 
combat group [kaujas pulciņa], I was often involved in searches of apartments 
and food confi scation. My former employer, Alfred Braun , who used to have 
three housemaids and a boy to keep the horses, had a large reserve in his nest at 
Jäger Strasse No. 6. One of the servants told us about it. We found meat, sugar, 
fl our and valuables. In other locations, especially in the houses of traders, we 
found clothing and manufactured goods. We let them keep some of the stuff , but 
took most of it. 

In March, when the situation at the front was getting especially diffi  cult and all 
the men got sent to the front we, the women of the Riga combat group, were mo-
bilized into the city militia. We moved into the county courthouse. We guarded in 
shifts the weapons, food, and other stores and patrolled the streets. The bourgeoi-

246 P , pp. 53, 72-73. See particularly K . The entry for 3 January describes housemaids 
greeting the communist Latvian rifl emen who just took the city. The entry for 24 March de-
scribes an incident in Mitau where a housemaid revealed to the Bolsheviks the “white” senti-
ment in the family. As the Red Army retreated from the city, the whole family was taken out 
and shot in front of their house. The image of former housemaids becoming informants about 
where to fi nd valuables even made it into American reports. See HI ARA 335-19, pp. 6-7.
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sie referred to us, the revolutionary women soldiers, as “Flintenweiber” [“plinšu 
sievetes”].247

Most all the imagery is confi rmed: the former housemaid, the searches, even the 
arbitrary character of their confi scation. A skeptic could, of course, also call this ac-
count into doubt. Perhaps she was constructing her biography based on rumors and 
stereotypes in the hope of gaining some status as an early revolutionary in the now 
well-established Soviet regime of 1959.248

More archival research will be necessary to fi nally divide fact from fi ction.249 Ger-
man perceptions of Latvian women before the war will need to be woven into whatever 
offi  cial data can be found. But as an important element of German wartime experience, 
the contours of the Flintenweiber are already visible and well defi ned.

An important element is missing so far from our account of the Riga Schreckenszeit: 
collaborators, German communists. The prewar period had brought with it some de-
gree of dislocation for the entire social strata, including the German lower and middle 
 classes, beginning with the dissolution of the guilds in 1866 and following the gradual 
disintegration of the feudal order. The constant pressure put on artisans—including 
urban German artisans—by industrialization eroded traditional ties of every kind. As 
Wittram points out, the loss of a traditional foothold could only be partially compen-
sated for by the increase in national consciousness, while German aristocrats did little 
to bring this layer of the population into the fold.250 There was, therefore, a potential 
clientele for Bolshevism among the German population in Latvia. Where were they in 

247 K , p. 72. The original Latvian can be found at the back of this volume. See “A Lat-
vian Flintenweib in her own words.” Other communist memoirs can be found that mention 
them. S , p. 86, for example, refers to them, even asserting that they were “always 
energetic and good shots.” 

248 This possibility was suggested by Igor Narsky at a conference in Chelyabinsk in June of 
2002. H , Upside Down.

249 I was unable to fi nd any trace of an armed, female unit in the fi les of the city militia or the 
Red Army in Riga for this period, neither in the LVVA or LVA in Riga nor in the RGVA in 
Moscow. The fi les of the Riga city militia for 1919 include approximately 360 personnel 
fi les, of which sixty are women. There is no Kraukle among them. Furthermore, the women 
in those fi les were generally better educated than the men and almost all were marked for 
desk jobs. It would be stretching the evidence too far to speculate that these sixty women 
are the Flintenweiber, taking time after work each evening to plunder and murder. However, 
these women do conform to the impression that the Flintenweiber were generally middle 
class given by B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsia, pp. 253-254, or by the same 
author in Russkoe Slovo 29 May 1919. K , in the entry for 12 February 1919, reports 
a rumor of three hundred women and two hundred men being hired by the communists for 
the sole purpose of searching houses. This was only after she had already reported on the 
Flintenweiber several times, however, so even if this rumor is true, it might not be the same 
group of women.

250 W , Baltische Geschichte, p. 246.
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1919? While further study will hopefully reveal more about them, at present we know 
very little.251

One—no doubt highly untypical—expression of a German face on the commu-
nist regime was Pastor Edgar Model . He wrote several articles in the German-lan-
guage communist paper Die Rote Fahne from January to March 1919 and, according 
to one witness, was allowed to preach without being harassed. He was a forty-year-old 
Dorpat-trained theologian, later teacher and photographer, who died in Dresden in 
1946, about whom very little seems to be known.252 The articles, the last three of which 
in mid-March were titled “Weckruf” (“Reveille”), tried to blend communism with 
Christian sentiment.253 George Popoff   paints a caricature version him as a little man 
with a red beard, hooked nose, and a frail voice, a fanatic who, as one of the few pastors 
not in jail, preached an Easter sermon in front of a congregation of “hardly two dozen” 
parishioners. “Declaiming hysterically, the Red pastor affi  rmed that mankind had the 
joy of seeing in Bolshevism, ‘a far more glorious Resurrection than that of two thou-
sand years before. The great Resurrection foretold by Jesus Christ two thousand years 
ago is being fulfi lled at this moment, and the Kingdom of this world is being erected 
before the eyes of this generation in such splendor as no one has ever dreamed of!’ “254 

Percy Meyer , a Baltic German witness, has left an account of German-speaking 
communists, portraying them exclusively in absurd imagery. The “fi rst German com-
munist church meeting in Riga,” an event which attracted three hundred attendees, 
mostly young people from the upper middle classes, more women than men, makes 
up a short chapter in his book.255 The event included revolutionary songs on the organ, 
a speech about the recently martyred German communists Rosa Luxemburg   and Karl 
Liebknecht, in which the latter was described as the “new Christ of mankind,” two Aus-
trian communist speakers, and a crowd of Austrian deserters among the participants. 

251 There was a German arm of the communist movement in Lativa, the “Spartakusbund.” The 
witnesses to the various meetings and rallies mention that German was spoken by some 
offi  cials. There was also a German daily newspaper, Die Rote Fahne. The paper had articles 
translated from Latvian and Russian papers as well as original material. There were numer-
ous advertisements in the classifi ed section announcing various activities of the German 
section of the Latvian Communist Party.

252 See article on Model in O .
253 Model’s articles appeared on 8 January, as well as 5, 18, 19 and 20 March 1919. His “Weck-

ruf” is serialized in Rote Fahne, 16-20 March. It was originally written in December of 1918. 
As such, it might be considered a document about the approaching end of the old way of 
life. It argues against private property on the basis of the parable of the vineyard (Matt. 21: 
33-46).

254 P , pp. 107-109, 241 and 280-281. Interestingly, Pastor Model was arrested after the 
liberation of the city, but survived the “White Terror” and was released in August. Baltische 
Blätter, 9 August 1919.

255 M , pp. 26-27. On page 42, he briefl y describes an encounter with one of “the few Ger-
man workers who joined the communist movement in Riga.” 
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Twenty-second May as a Site of Memory

Twenty-second May 1919 is sometimes referred to by the Germans as “Riga Day.” 
It is described in many German sources.256 It is portrayed as a bold, militarily daring 
coups de main in which the German troops reached the west bank of the river before the 
communists even knew what was going on. Then, a small group of Germans stormed 
across the bridge in the face of opposing gunfi re, hoping against hope to reach the city’s 
prisons and free the prisoners before they could be taken away into Russia or otherwise 
harmed. They reached the Citadel and chased off  the Bolsheviks, releasing the starving 
and yet joyous prisoners from their tormentors. They then sent a cavalry unit on ahead 
which failed to reach the Central Prison in time to save the men and women being kept 
there as hostages. The emphasis is on the march to the city and its seizure in a bold 
military strike, the drama near and inside the prisons, the celebratory mood in the city, 
and the horror at the last-minute failure to save the hostages being held in the Central 
Prison. Popoff   recounts the fl ight of the Bolsheviks, comparing them to the Tartar 
hordes that once fl ed Livonia centuries before. The military martyr of the day was 
Baron von Manteuff el , a member of the German Stoßtruppe that led the attack across 
the bridge, who was felled by an enemy bullet at the moment he was dashing to rescue 
the men and women languishing in their cells, and laid out in state in the cathedral the 
next day. The civilian martyrs include primarily the nine pastors executed in the Central 
Prison, but also the Baltic German singer Marion von Klot .

Despite the tumultuous course of the city’s history from 1914 to 1920, the period 
did not produce many lasting “sites of memory” in the sense meant by Pierre Nora.257 
Whether the physical, political, and economic displacement prevented the establish-
ment of new traditions or the constant onrush of new events continually covered up 
the old, there remained few lasting topoi. Both the period of the Schreckenszeit and, to 
a lesser extent, the Russenzeit were rich in memorable experiences, especially experi-
ences of loss. But only the storming of Riga—the so-called Wunder an der Düna—on 
22 May 1919 became a lasting sediment in Baltic German cultures of memory. It was a 
topos that held up through the interwar years and continued to play a role even decades 
after the Second World War. When the tradition died exactly is hard to pinpoint, but its 
death appears to have been biological: that is, the traditions were laid to rest along with 
the last surviving participants sometime in the 1970s or 1980s.258

256 For example: BA R8025/2, pp. 114-119; DSHI 120 I/2; S , pp. 32-46; P , 
chapter XX-XXI; B ; Der 22. Mai; M , pp. 38-41; viel Pathos bei M ; for 
pathos with few details, see H , or a brief description in Z , pp. 38-39.

257 See N . Nora’s notion of “sites of memory” (Lieux de mémoire) does not refer only to 
places as much as to places, events, people, and other things which embody something about 
the collective memory of a people. Thus, German “sites of memory” include not only places 
like the St. Paul Church (Paulskirche) in Frankfurt, but also events like Willy Brandt’s kneel-
ing at the memorial to the Warsaw Ghetto in 1970. See F ç /S .

258 Gert von Pistohlkors reports that commemoration ceremonies for the events of 1919 took 
place in many major cities in West Germany until the 1960s and dropped in popularity with 
the rise of the 1968 generation. As recently as 22 May 2009, on the ninetieth anniversary, a 
new memorial was dedicated at Schliersee in Bavaria near a Baltic German retirement home. 
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The annual recognition of the liberation of Riga in May 1919 was not confi ned to 
Riga Germans. By the time of the Bolshevik occupation, Baltic Germans from all over 
the provinces were in Riga, many passing through the city, fl eeing ahead of the advanc-
ing Bolshevik armies, and caught there. Many of the men in the Landeswehr were from 
Livonia and Courland, not only from Riga. The daring and stunning military achieve-
ment of the Landeswehr, the drama of the liberation, the horror of the enemy’s parting 
executions, the breadth of participation in the event in various forms by so many Baltic 
Germans were all factors which contributed to its almost universal acceptance as a “site 
of memory” in ensuing decades, albeit especially among Germans in postwar Latvia. 
No other moment in the war off ered a comparable combination of experience, such a 
dramatic shift of fate, such drama. The only comparable victory, the “deutscher Tag” 
of September 3 1917 was a moment for Riga’s Germans only and was quickly over-
shadowed by the horrors of 1919.

The myth of martyrdom which is associated with 22 May 1919 arguably began 
during the Revolution of 1905, when German Lutheran pastors had already fallen vic-
tim to revolutionary violence. Indeed, the continuity between the martyrdom of 1905 
and that of 1919 was made explicit in later accounts.259 More recently, the pastors had 
again fallen victim to oppression by national enemies during the Russenzeit of 1914 to 
1917 when, during a time when the Baltic Germans experienced their churches as one 
of the few remaining places, and indeed the only public spaces at all, where they could 
exist as a German community, they had been a target group for the Russian policy of 
exile. Those who returned to the city after the revolution and the treaty of Brest-Litovsk 
were now, in early 1919, faced with even greater danger at the hands of the Bolshe-
viks, however. The Schreckenzeit martyrdom narrative began in the spring with a story 
which had all the elements of a potent myth: a heroic leader fi gure, courage, violent 
death and very little hard evidence about what really transpired. 

The most prominent martyr was pastor of the Riga St. Maria Lutheran Cathedral, 
Pastor August Eckhardt . He was, according to a witness, “the ideal image of heroic 
manly courage” (“Idealbild heroischen Mannesmutes”). While many of Riga’s Ger-
mans fl ed the city in January of 1919, he was among those who stayed behind. He had 
“come to terms with his life; his only wish was to be a foothold and a refuge for his 
congregation.”260 He kept the cathedral running as best he could under the Bolshevik 
regime until his time eventually ran out. Accounts vary or are vague about the exact 
date of his arrest. According to one, it was Easter Sunday (20 April 1919). According 
to another, it was “the beginning of May.”261 Yet another account, a diary and therefore 
probably accurate, claims it was a confi rmation sermon on 7 April 1919.262 Whenever 
it was, during the service, a group of armed Bolsheviks entered the cathedral to arrest 

Mitteilungen aus dem baltischen Leben, June 2009, p. 6. I thank Gert von Pistohlkors for this 
information.

259 This is most obvious in S , passim. See also B , pp. 10-13.
260 S , p. 20. He had “abgeschlossen mit dem Leben; er hatte nur noch den Wunsch, 

seiner Gemeinde Halt und Hort zu sein.”
261 P , p. 270.
262 K , entry for 7 April 1919.
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him.263 Accounts vary widely about what happened next. Was he grabbed off  the pulpit 
and whisked away to prison, barely managing to shout a few words to his congregation, 
as Baroness von Korff   reports?264 Or did he ask his tormentors for, and receive, permis-
sion to say some strong words of faith—or by one account the Lord’s Prayer—with the 
congregation before being taken away?265

The accounts agree on the most important part of the legend: While Pastor Eckhardt  
was being taken out of his church, the congregation stood and began to sing together, 
“A Mighty Fortress is our God”,266 a hymn which accurately sums up the role that their 
Lutheran religion and their church leadership had played for the German community 
since 1914, a song for the main foundation of German public life, a foundation that was 
now fi nally crumbling under their feet.

Over the next few days, according to one witness, all the remaining clergy in Riga 
were rounded up and jailed in the Riga Central Prison. By all accounts there were ap-
proximately thirty pastors from the Baltic area, most of them Germans, but also several 
Latvians, under arrest. After weeks in the Riga Central Prison, on 22 May, during the 
liberation of the city by German forces, Pastor Eckhardt  was dragged from his cell 
along with a dozen other people, including eight other religious leaders, taken into the 
courtyard, and machine gunned down.267

There were now two major elements to the narrative of 22 May 1919. On the one 
hand there was the heroism, courage, and sacrifi ce of the Landeswehr, of Baltic Ger-
man manhood standing up to fi ght when others would not. On the other hand there were 
the Lutheran pastors who gave their blood for the community.

During the interwar years, a great deal of literature was published on the liberation. 
Stefan Zwicker has traced two lines of development of this genre, a Baltic line and a 
Reich German line. The popularity of the legendary battle far beyond Baltic German 
circles and throughout Germany was assured by the creation of heroes such as Leo 
Schlageter . His martyrdom as a Freikorps man in the Ruhr was embellished by alleged 
exploits in the liberation of Riga by National Socialist-colored literature well into the 
Second World War in order to mobilize sentiment.268 Within Baltic circles, the pub-
lic and private ceremonial remembrance of the event on anniversaries was especially 
important. In Baltic German cultures of memory, the events of 22 May, suff used with 
narratives of suff ering during the preceding months, especially the “passion” of Baltic 
German pastors in the Bolshevik prisons of Riga and the heroism of the Landeswehr, 

263 K , entry for 7 April 1919; P , p. 274; P , p. 49.
264 K , entry for 7 April 1919.
265 S , p. 20.
266 The most detailed account can be found in P , pp. 270-275. See also S , p. 20; 

P , pp. 49-50; K , entry for 7 April 1919.
267 Accounts of this incident can be found in K , entry for 25 May, 1919; P , p. 49; 

P , pp. 319-321.
268 Z , “Zu Riga war’s im Baltenlande…”; Ibidem, Nationale Märtyrer, particularly pp. 

69-139 on the “myth” of Albert Leo Schlageter. See also B  for the role of nation-
ality in interpreting the events of this period.
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became a focal point of collective identity.269 Several important points are worth em-
phasizing for our purposes here. For one, the people—the martyred pastors and the 
heroic Landeswehr—became symbols of Baltic German values and achievements as a 
community, a community now threatened by the loss of political and economic infl u-
ence. Love of homeland, loyalty, Christian courage—these kinds of values fused well 
with Baltic German self-perception. Over time, especially as the aspect of Landeswehr 
heroism became more important relative to the martyrdom of the pastors, a strong 
anti-communist current became part of the discourse, a current which would remain 
strong into the postwar years, as we shall see.

Secondly, the heroic aspect of the cult which focused on the courageous deeds of 
the Landeswehr was always stronger than that which focused on the martyrdom of the 
clergymen.270 A central aspect of this “cult” was the annual remembrance ceremony at 
the “Martyrs’ Rock” (Märtyrerstein) memorial in the city’s Large Cemetery. Speak-
ers at the ceremonies were often pastors who had suff ered in Bolshevik imprisonment 
themselves. The annual ceremonies of honor and remembrance for the Landeswehr 
men killed during the whole war (1918-1920) were also held at another monument, 
at the Riga Forest Cemetery, on the anniversary of the Riga battle of 22 May 1919. 
According to Henning Bühmann , the Landeswehr ceremony always drew more visi-
tors.271 The monument was destroyed by a bomb in the 1920s and rebuilt. In the 1920s 
and 1930s these ceremonies were attended by delegations from the Latvian military 
and during the German occupation of 1942-1944 by German military units from the 
occupation forces.272

Finally, the Baltic Germans recalled the blood spilled in the war against Bolshe-
vism, especially during the decisive liberation of Riga, in their political battles of the 
interwar period to remind the Latvians that the Balts had contributed their share to the 
creation of the new Baltic national states. They argued that without the heroic sacri-
fi ces and courage of these Baltic German men, there would be no Estonia and certainly 
no Latvia.273 The myth thus became more inclusive—a German Balt contribution to a 
common, multi-ethnic homeland or, later, a common struggle of all ethnicities against 
communism.274

After the Second World War, with the Baltic Germans now settled in West Germany 
on the front line of the Cold War, the anti-communist aspect of 22 May came into its 
own. At least until the 1970s, the anniversary was marked by a special church service 
269 For the interwar coverage of martyrs’ and Landeswehr, I am indebted to the work of Henning 

Bühmann, who has written a comprehensive account of the topos of 22 May 1919 before the 
Second World War. See B , passim. See also B  and W , Selbstbe-
hauptung.

270 B , pp. 33-35. 
271 Ibidem, p. 33. Bühmann points out that the ceremonies were not held at the same time, so 

people who wanted to could attend both.
272 There are photographs of these events and the monument, including the ruins of the fi rst 

monument, in the fi les of the Baltenregiment and Baltische Landeswehr in Marburg: DSHI 
120 BR/BLW.

273 See B , p. 582; B , pp. 23-25.
274 B , pp. 582-586.
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of remembrance and accompanying speeches, banquets, visits to memorials, and re-
unions of veterans. These events demonstrate both how the events of 1919—the direct 
encounter between Germans on the one hand and Soviet communism on the other—
continued to play a role in public memory, and how Baltic German identity began to 
change under the strain of exile and by the changing political and cultural landscape of 
postwar Germany.

Speeches given at the 23 May 1959 Kameradentreff en in Frankfurt am Main are 
indicative of how Baltic German public memory integrated their experience into the 
political and social landscape of the Cold War.275 Dr. Otto Eckert  and Dr. Nicolaus 
von Grote , both veterans of the 1919 fi ghting, put their experiences much more in the 
context of what came after 1919 than in the context of fi ghting for a tradition which pre-
ceded the storming of the Düna bridge. Eckert’s  brief remarks refl ect a pride in having 
won a battle, liberating tens of thousands of “Germans and others from our homeland” 
(Heimatgenossen). He emphasized that the two decades of peace which followed 1919 
in the Baltic were a direct result of the victory on 22 May 1919. Dr. von Grote’s  speech 
was rich in the tropes of Baltic German self-perception. In the anti-Bolshevik fi ght of 
1919, the Baltic Germans had once again taken it upon themselves, taken responsi bility, 
to think and act in place of others. The ancient Baltic German virtues of loyalty and 
Kameradschaft had found their deepest expression in the trials of that war, as old and 
young, men and women, at the front and in the Bolshevik prisons, had not waivered, 
but endured the Bolshevik assault on their “spiritual, physical, and material existence.” 
Relating it directly to the current situation (1959), he said that the Baltic Germans 
had shown that one need not choose between “dead” and “red,” and that the price of 
freedom is the willingness to fi ght for it. The present work of German Balts, a people 
who had witnessed Bolshevik rule fi rst hand, was not to carry on the armed struggle, 
although the same struggle was continuing at that time, but to continually remind oth-
ers about the true nature of communism, providing a “clear view and calm nerves.” He 
was convinced communism would collapse of its own accord if it was not allowed to 
spread. To assure that it did not spread, the Baltic Germans must apply their ideas and 
experience against the belittlement (Verharmlosung) of communism and the naiveté of 
those who believed Moscow’s rhetoric of peaceful coexistence and compromise.

This world view came to loggerheads with the new generation at the 1971 remem-
brance events in Marburg, Germany.276 Pastor Walter von Hirschheydt  was invited to 
give the sermon and give expression to the common sentiment of Baltic Germans on the 
anniversary of the liberation of Riga. Walter Bernsdorff  , the son of one of the Landes-
wehr soldiers, publicly protested about the confrontational rhetoric in the sermon, a 

275 Both Dr. Eckert’s greeting and Dr. von Grote’s speech are in DSHI 120 BR/BLW XIII/5 
Kameradentreff en in Frankfurt/Main, 23 May 1959.

276 DSHI 120 BR/BLW XIII/9 Kritik an der Predigt W. v. Hirschheydts am 22. Mai 1971 in 
Marburg. The fi le contains a circular letter from one Walter Bernsdorff  (born 1929) dated 27 
May 1971 and numerous answers to him as well as correspondence between Baltic Germans 
in response to the circular. The actual text of the sermon at issue is not in the fi le.
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sermon which was ostensibly about the peace expressed in John 14:27.277 The 42-year-
old school teacher Bernsdorff   complained about the infl ammatory vocabulary of the 
sermon when referring to communists— for example, “Antichrist,” “demon,” “devil,” 
“Satan,” “satanic,” “horrid time,” the coming “enormous massacre” at the hands of the 
Bolsheviks, etc.278—and the smearing of people today who were “blinded” to the real-
ity of communism and sought peace and compromise with Soviet Russia. According 
to the complaint, the sermon made the feudal order of the prewar Baltic out to be the 
expression of the “will of God” and the Christian West was portrayed as nothing but the 
negation of communism. The sermon was, he said, reminiscent of the hate-speech typ-
ical of neo-Nazis and off ered no anchor for the younger generation, something to show 
his children when looking for something they could hold fast to as a Baltic identity. He 
asks, presumably not expecting an answer, where the courage was to stand up and tell 
the preacher that that is not what Baltic Germans had fought for. He wanted someone 
from that older generation to say that was not why I was a soldier. He wanted to know 
if that was really the world view for which so many had fought and died in 1919. 
Bernsdorff   wrote that the sermon was, “not Christian, hopefully not Balt,” and was an 
assault on free thought and all those who held dear another category of Christianity. It 
missed, in closing, “the whole point of the Landeswehr and the Baltenregiment in the 
most terrible way.”

The answers to his letter which survive in the fi les are uncompromising and show 
the traumatic eff ect of the Schreckenszeit in Riga and other Baltic locales decades after 
the events, even after the horrors of the Second World War and the two exiles of 1939-
1941 and 1944-1945. They show that Walter Bernsdorff  faced a very real generational 
divide. He had, according to the responses to his letter, indeed totally misunderstood 
“the whole point” of the war of 1919. Some of the correspondence focused on what the 
older generation thought of as simply rude behavior: abusing his guest status to sour the 
remembrance while making unfounded ideological accusations. The letters thanked the 
preacher for his eff orts. Others addressed the ideological issues directly, however. The 
pastor, according to the letters which followed, was calling things by their true names. 
Bolshevism would never truly compromise, did not want peace, and that needed to be 
stated clearly. Pastor von Hirschheydt  was not like the lukewarm preachers of the day, 
but a “warrior of God,” preaching not against people, but against evil, which was, in 
their eyes, Bolshevism. The preacher was compared to Jeremiah, who warned his peo-
ple of the wrath of God should they fall away from him. One responded to Bernsdorff  
by putting the sermon in the context of ancient Baltic traditions:

What he [the pastor] said corresponded to the spirit in which the crusaders were sent forth 
from the St. Elisabeth Church seven hundred years ago to go and fi ght for Christianity, back 
then with the cross and the sword, today only with the cross, to meet the spirit which threat-
ens to destroy the Christian world order. This serious warning, which you refer to as “tirades 

277 John 14: 27—“Peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the world giveth, 
give I unto you. Let not your heart be troubled, neither let it be afraid.”

278 Original terms used: “Antichrist,” “Ungeist,” “Teufel,” “Satan,” “satanisch,” “grauenvolle 
Zeit,” “grosser Massaker.”
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of hate,” could not be overheard by anyone who had not been poisoned by anti-Christian 
thinking.”279

The older generation had experienced the horrors of communism fi rst hand and 
argued that it should come as no surprise that they still feared it.280 And none of this, 
so they argued, had anything to do with Nazism, but with a struggle for freedom which 
continued to that day. 

The Schreckenszeit and the Baltic struggle against communism, concentrated 
around the liberation of 22 May 1919, had become a site of memory in the context 
of the Cold War and the liberalization of Western European attitudes about the Soviet 
bloc, contested between a generation which still remembered and a generation which 
associated the sentiments expressed by the former with the intervening experience of 
Nazism. The Cold War had given new legitimacy and a new framework to a topos that 
otherwise might have been forgotten as irrelevant after the loss of the Baltic or discred-
ited by the White Terror or Nazism. 

The Final Turning Point

With the liberation of Riga in May of 1919, the Germans were back in charge of the 
city. While Niedra  was the Latvian fi gurehead who had been brought to power among 
the anti-Bolshevik forces advancing on Riga in April, the real power lay with the lead-
ership of the National Committee (Harmann Adolphi , Alexander von Rahden-Maihof , 
Wilhelm von Rüdiger , Artur Reusner , Friedrich von Samson-Himmelstjerna  and oth-
ers)281 and with the Landeswehr. All that changed at the Battle of Wenden, however, 
when, at the end of June, the Landeswehr, operating northeast of Riga, was defeated 
by the Estonian army and pushed back on Riga (see Part I, Chapter 4, “Uncertainty and 
Transition”). 

This was a victory for the other government, the Ulmanis  government, represented 
on the battlefi elds of Livonia by a force accompanying the Estonian army. It was inter-
preted very diff erently by the Germans in Riga who now saw an Estonian and Latvian 
army approaching the city from the north—the news coming at the same time as the 
fi nal signing of the humiliating Treaty of Versailles. Fearing a repeat of the repressive 
measures experienced under Stučka  and the Latvian communists, over the course of 
three days at the end of June and beginning of July, they fl ed the city for Mitau on a 
scale comparable to what the city had witnessed at the approach of the Red Army ex-

279 DSHI 120 BR/BLW XIII/9, Letter from Axel Sponholtz, 19 June 1971.Original quotation: 
“Was er sagt entsprach ganz dem Geist, in dem vor 700 Jahren die Ordensbrüder in der 
Elisabethkirche zum Kampf um die Kirche Christi entlassen wurden, damals mit Kreuz und 
Schwert, heute mit dem Kreuz allein, um einem Geist zu begegnen, der die christliche Welt-
ordnung zu vernichten drohte. Diese ernste Mahnung, die Sie als “Hasstiraden” bezeichnen, 
konnte niemand überhören, der nicht vom Geist des gegen-christlichen Denkens vergiftet 
worden ist.”

280 DSHI 120 BR/BLW XIII/9, Letter from Eduard Baron Maydell, 16 June 1971.
281 D , p. 285.
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actly six months before. This time, they had the vivid memory of Latvian communism 
fresh in their minds and complete uncertainty about the abilities and intentions of the 
Ulmanis  government.282 The peace agreement signed at Strasdenhof on the outskirts 
of Riga has been called the “true turning point” of Baltic German history. It meant the 
end of any hope of a Baltic state, especially one under Baltic German leadership, and 
the fi nal realization by most Baltic Germans in Latvia that Germans would now be a 
national minority in a Latvian nation state.283

The mainstream opinion among Germans in Riga, probably reinforced by the fl ight 
of conservatives unwilling to compromise with the new reality, was now very diff erent 
than it had been in 1918 or even a few weeks before. They had lost trust in the policies 
which had led to the Niedra  coups and lacked trust in the National Committee and how 
it was running things. Wenden had only closed one front in Latvia’s war for survival, 
however. A state of war still existed in the East in the war against Soviet Russia (and 
the Bermondt-Avalov problem would soon appear). So the government was formed 
again as a compromise to include national minorities. Paul Schiemann  and Wilhelm 
von Fircks , who both enjoyed support among both nationalities, came to lead the Na-
tional Committee.284 The choice of a man like Schiemann  to represent German interests 
shows that this was a turning point in German assessment of the situation. One author 
has argued that, during the second half of 1919, the German population of Latvia still 
did not support the idea of a Latvian state. They were of the opinion that the intellec-
tual and economic potential of the region was German and, to a lesser extent, in the 
economic realm, Jewish. The Latvians were considered incapable of building a state.285 
But it now seems clear that the Germans were no longer willing to try with all available 
force to achieve complete dominance. That was now out of reach. Pursuing it further 
was more likely to lead to total ruin than to be met with success.

During the brief but violent period of the Bermondt-Avalov  attack in October and 
November, the Baltic Germans in Riga were generally passive; some were even loyal 
to the new Latvian state.286 The German Progressive Party (Fortschrittliche Partei) 
was among the young state’s supporters. A small minority, primarily made up of land-
owners, cooperated with the Bermondt-Avalov  forces. The National Committee advo-
cated a standpoint of neutrality so as to ensure the continued participation of the Ger-
man Landeswehr on the Latgale front against the Bolsheviks.287 The Landeswehr held 
its ground on that front while the Latvian army on the Düna drove the Bermondt-Avalov  
forces, including German regular army units, away.

Following the defeat of Bermondt-Avalov , this German passivity was interpreted 
by some Latvians as treason, despite the continued sacrifi ces of the Baltic German 
men fi ghting the communists in the east. In early December there was a brief scandal 

282 BA R 8025/34, p. 58.
283 G , p. 481. See also B /B /F /S /Z , pp. 131-132.
284 D , p. 286.
285 Ibidem, p. 287.
286 According to D , p. 288, but this is confi rmed by the general lack of German interest in 
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when the government was re-formed for the third time and German member Edwin 
Magnus , the minister of justice, was forced to leave. Robert Erhardt , the fi nance min-
ister, stayed on, however, which enraged some Latvian deputies.288 Clearly there was 
tension between those who favored compromise and those who sought to exclude all 
non-Latvians from power.

The year 1919—that tumultuous fi nal year of the war—had brought the German 
population in Riga to the brink of total ruin. They survived, but despite their suc-
cesses, survival was the best possible compromise under the newly created political 
and military conditions. Many had lost all remaining trust in their neighbors and in the 
geo-political situation and had left the Baltic forever, either at the approach of the Red 
Army in the winter or after the defeat of the Landeswehr at Wenden in the late spring. 
Others were willing to settle with the new reality and move on. Among them were those 
who would now tap into a more liberal Baltic German tradition of culture and politics. 

Paul Schiemann  

This whole portrayal of the German experience in Riga is thus far strongly weighted 
in favor of the conservative elites within the German community. There was another 
side to the German experience, however: that of the liberals. They are a harder group to 
pin down and the contours of their experience less clear. Nevertheless, it is important 
to point out that the division within the Baltic German community represented by the 
conservative-liberal dichotomy was most certainly not new to the war years. The ten-
sion can be traced back decades, to the late 1860s at least. That is when a liberal, urban 
perspective on Baltic aff airs and political and economic reform began to be expressed 
on the pages of the Baltische Monatsschrift. This stood opposed to a more traditional 
approach represented by prominent members of the nobility.289 We can get some idea of 
what the liberal German perspective was during the war period by looking at the most 
prominent liberal German in the Baltic littoral, Paul Schiemann .290

Paul Schiemann  was the editor of the liberal Riga paper Rigasche Rundschau when 
the war broke out. His liberal credentials were well established by then and he would 
survive the war and become a member of the Latvian parliament and a voice for moder-
ate German opinion during the interwar period. He would die in Riga in 1944. The ba-
sic essence of the urban bürgerlich liberal stance he represented was clear even before 
the war. At the 1910 ceremonies welcoming the tsar to Riga, he did not follow the con-
servative interpretation of Peter the Great  as a westernizer, an approach that underlined 
the cultural mission of Baltic Germans in their Latvian and Estonian surroundings. 
Instead, he interpreted Peter  as a federalist, an approach not much diff erent from those 
of Latvian elites.291 He opposed war, but argued that it could only be opposed in times 

288 Ibidem, p. 289.
289 See P , pp. 371-381 for a more detailed discussion of these issues.
290 See H . H , Grenzen, p. 364, also uses Schiemann’s political diff erences with 
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of peace. In 1914, although he was thirty-eight years old, he saw no hope of avoiding 
military service. He reported to duty as a reserve offi  cer of a cavalry regiment. He was 
sent to the Turkish and Austrian theaters of war during the earliest fi ghting. Severely 
wounded and decorated for bravery, he returned to Riga to convalesce. He was startled 
by the virulent patriotism and tension in Riga compared with the camaraderie at the 
front. Despite the anti-German measures, he continued to write for his old news paper, 
now printed in Russian as the Rizhskoe obozrenie, angering other Riga Germans, al-
though his articles took a bold stand against Latvian and Russian denunciations of 
Baltic Germans in the press and in books. In 1914 he called for compromise between 
liberal and conservative Germans as the only hope, considering that the Latvians, at 
that point at least, seemed completely unwilling to compromise. Similar to mainstream 
German opinion, however, he considered the evacuation “senseless.” Soon thereafter, 
he returned to the front where he was again decorated.292

On 23 April 1917, the German Democratic Party of Russian Citizens of German Na-
tionality, the new political voice of liberal Germans, met in Riga under the leadership 
of Roman Schlachat . The party worked for “an era of democratic change” in Russia. 
Schiemann , although still at the front, was the top name on the party list for the city 
council elections in August, and won a seat. When the city fell to the Germans, the party 
was banned. Schiemann  survived the October Revolution, having been approved by his 
men as an offi  cer, but fl ed to German-occupied Riga in March of 1918, suspected by 
his men of having robbed the regimental treasury. There, he was soon arrested as a “spy 
and pro-Latvian.” Released with the help of some friends, he was forced to leave the 
occupied area in June only to return to Riga briefl y in the fall. Gone again during the 
Bolshevik occupation, he returned permanently only in the summer of 1919.293 Thus, to 
no small degree, he shared the shifting fate of the city and its people.

During this period of movement, he continued to write for several newspapers, in-
cluding the Baltische Zeitung, a liberal paper tolerated by the German authorities, speak 
publicly in Riga and Germany, and work on a book about the Russian Revolution.294 
Most of his issues during this period were about Russia as a whole and were not as 
focused as they later would be on local Baltic or Latvian questions. While in Berlin, he 
was in contact with prominent German liberals such as Friedrich Naumann , Max  Weber , 
and Theodor Heuss  and advised foreign policy makers interested in Baltic  issues, pro-
viding something of a counter-weight to the overwhelmingly conservative, annexation-
ist perspectives off ered by Balts who had been closer to Germany for a longer time.295

John Hiden summarizes Paul Schiemann’s  opinions on the political situation during 
this period as refl ecting a distrust of mass politics and in the radical policies of Lat-
vian Social Democracy. He seemed to share the “patrician” attitude of his fellow Ger-
mans with regard to the Latvians and Estonians and sought, like some conservatives, 
a unitary Baltic state. He formulated it less in terms of German domination, however, 

292 H , pp. 21-23. See also Schiemann’s articles in Rigasche Rundschau from 1914, Nos. 119 
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trying instead to get the Baltic population to, “identify their interests as a whole with 
Germany’s policy in central Europe.”296 In the long term, he favored independence for 
the Baltic, which went against the grain of opinion among German conservatives. He 
suggested that three curia be elected (German, Latvian, Estonian) to give political ex-
pression to national aspirations in the region. Hiden emphasizes that this should also be 
seen in the more general context of policy toward the Entente. Allowing local national 
self-determination would strengthen Germany’s prestige abroad. His views found sup-
port both among Reich and Baltic Germans.297

This implicit acknowledgement of German weakness on the international stage 
came to the fore in the fall of 1918 when the German war eff ort buckled. Schiemann  
now advocated creating separate and independent Baltic states and opening dialogue 
with the locals before a peace conference was held. Only that way might chaos and last-
ing hatred for Germany be prevented. In November of 1918 he visited Riga and Tallinn 
with a delegation of the Progressive People’s Party where he advocated the creation or 
stabilization of Latvian and Estonian states and put together a multi-ethnic committee 
for a new newspaper.298 During his visit, he was under observation by the occupation 
authorities.299

His strong anti-Bolshevism, already expressed in his earlier writings, was strength-
ened by the Bolshevik invasion in Latvia, although he did not experience it personally. 
In his “The Asianization of Europe” (Die Asiatisierung Europas), he sees the Bolshevik 
distortion of socialism as a perennial Russian problem, the anti-cultural and divisive 
Russian carryover of a deadening mindset which had shackled Asia for centuries and 
was now threatening Europe.300 His defense of social change is liberal, while his focus 
on the Russians as a source of evil refl ects to some extent a patriarchal attitude toward 
the Latvians, seen here again as a passive people bolshevized by Russian infl uence. It 
also bears a hint of the racialization of the Russian apparent in some conservative views 
of the time.

By the summer of 1919 at the very latest, now settled in Riga again, he was arguing 
in the pages of the revived Rigasche Rundschau for some introspection on the part of 
the German minority. He attacked the German occupation policy and the local political 
attitudes of the previous years which supported that policy as self-contradictory:

The Balts who had been for decades the vanguards of national self-determination against any 
abuse (Vergewaltigung) by foreign (fremde) state force, appeared as the allies and helpers of 
a policy, which represented the principle of violent de-nationalization in the crudest form.301

296 H , p. 30.
297 H , pp. 30-32.
298 The membership of the committee shows Schiemann’s liberal bent for balance and com-

promise: a Jew, a Latvian (Miķelis Valters, the future foreign minister of Latvia), and two 
Germans—a “bourgeois” and a member of the nobility. Implicitly, Russia was now out of the 
picture.

299 H , pp. 32-34.
300 S , Asiatisierung, passim.
301 Rigasche Rundschau, 21 July 1919. 
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He attacked the policy prohibiting the writing of letters in Latvian, the “comedy” 
of appointed representation, the failure to reach a compromise with the Latvians after 
the Niedra  coups, and the underlying policy of assuming that political rule (Herrschaft) 
was the prerequisite for unhindered existence. This system collapsed, he argued, not be-
cause the German army collapsed, but because of its inherent contradictions. He called 
for working honestly with the new state to attain a place commensurate with what the 
Germans deserved.302

He went on to serve in the Latvian parliament in the inter-war years where he con-
tinued to be a strong voice for minority rights in the democratic state. He always argued 
that Baltic Germans should adapt to their new circumstances. Thus, Schiemann rep-
resents a liberal, compromising perspective from someone who knew Riga intimately 
and voluntarily shared its fate while, at the same time, sharing in the almost universal 
German loathing of the left as represented in Latvian communism. He was a man of 
strong character in his sense of duty to his home and the consistent maintenance of his 
core convictions. Yet he also personifi es the willingness to compromise and adjust to 
new realities that would keep German Riga from total collapse for another twenty years 
after 1919.

Attitudes about the “Other”

The Riga German fi rsthand accounts of Riga during the war and chaos of 1914-1919 
can also be used to show the general attitudes that they had about themselves and the 
other groups with whom they shared the city. Notably, there are very few references 
to potentially rival religious groups. Although they abhorred by communist atheism, 
and felt quite strongly about their religious community, they did not see their religion 
threatened by other religion directly, despite the Orthodox conversion campaign of 
1914-1917. For their ethnically defi ned co-urbanites, however, and for their own iden-
tity, they did fi nd words and expression. 

The Russians are viewed throughout the Riga German literature with some con-
tempt. Russian offi  cials are portrayed as stubborn, bungling, cruel, stupid, and bureau-
cratic. Although it was Governor Kurlov  who tried to tone down Latvian denun ciatory 
attacks on the German population in 1914 and 1915, it is the hierarchy of the Russian 
administration that receives a large dose of German dislike. Kurlov  himself, for ex-
ample, is portrayed in the memoirs of the German city mayor as someone who would 
occasionally issue impossible orders and have to be brought back into line by the 
mayor’s personal intervention.303 The Riga jurist Hilweg  put the anti-German measures 
of 1914 and 1915 directly in the context of Kurlov’s  arrival on the scene and described 
Kurlov himself as a “satrap,” “alcoholic,” and “glutton” (Würstling). The later military 
and civilian leadership of Riga during the Russian period up to September 1917 were, 
according to Hilweg, all “fanatical German-haters.”304

302 Ibidem. See also H , pp. 44-50.
303 B , pp. 51-58.
304 H , pp. 51-52. In fairness to Hilweg, he did depict the fi rst wartime governor, Svegintsov, 

as “well meaning,” (p. 51).
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While the Latvians get most of the blame for denouncing Germans during the fi rst 
phase of the war, the Russians are depicted throughout as willing and ruthless perpe-
trators. Hilweg’s  account of the exile of Probst Xaver Marnitz  and Pastor Hesse  (both 
German churchmen who were later shot by the communists), is paradigmatic: Marnitz  
reportedly had prayed for his accusers, while Hesse  refused to recant for his alleged 
crimes, despite the off er of a pardon. These actions did not win respect from the Rus-
sians, but what Hilweg  calls “Slavic rage,” a phenomenon allegedly known from the 
Poles and Czechs as well.305 This German perspective posited a contrast between the 
Baltic Germans of noble sentiment, men of courage and ideals on the one hand, and 
vindictive, simple-minded Slavs on the other. Hilweg  called it, “the instinctive dislike 
(Abneigung) for the noble-spirited (aufrecht) German man on the part of the lazy and 
characterless Slav.”306

Despite the dislike of the Latvians that fi nds its way into Riga German memories 
and accounts and an assumption that the revolutionary threat to the German way of life 
stemmed from Latvian action in 1905, 1917, and 1919, it is ultimately the Russians 
who they hold responsible for their misfortune. The Russians are blamed for infecting 
the Latvians with revolutionary sentiment.307 Indeed, the Latvians, perhaps due to their 
assumed cultural relationship with German customs, are accredited with some degree 
of reason and respect. Pfeiff er , a Reich German, quotes a Baltic German as follows: 

Certainly, as a result of years of Russian incitement [Aufhetzung], they [the Latvians] have 
done bitter and mean things to us and denounced, slandered, and betrayed us in the most un-
thankful way. But ultimately these people are not Poles. Now that the Russian troublemakers 
[Giftmischer] are gone, things will get better.308

During the violent days of transition between regimes in September of 1917, the 
most crude and violent of the looters are, according to German accounts, Russian “ma-
rauders.”309 The most fearful fi rst visions of the invading Bolsheviks, who entered the 

305 Ibidem, pp. 53-54.
306 Ibidem, p. 53.
307 See, for example, ibidem, p. 44. Referring to the revolutionary events of 1905, he claims that 

the Latvian and Estonian participation in the revolution was only possible because of the 
preceding russifi cation and the contact between Russian and Latvian and Estonian groups. 
Even Schiemann seems to share this perspective in Fiasko.

308 P , p. 571. Original quotation: “Gewiß, sie haben uns, infolge der langjährigen russi-
schen Aufhetzung, viel Bitteres und Böses angetan und uns in undankbare Weise denunziert, 
verleumdet, verraten. Aber Polen sind diese Leute denn doch nicht. Nun, da der russische 
Gifmischer weg ist, wird’s auch besser werden.” The dialogue that Pfeiff er describes also 
gives evidence that the Baltic Germans were also beholden to the image of Russians as 
people who interpret kindness and deference as weakness, and weakness as a cause for war, 
a stereotype which western policymakers were to make their own thirty years later. This 
remark, that “they are not Poles” is one of very few references to Poles in the Riga German 
literature. Another is a remark by Percy Meyer which makes quite clear that he is quite happy 
to see them leave Riga during the chaos of the “liberation” of September 1917. M , p. 14

309 H , p. 61
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city in January 1919 are described as “Muscovite” horsemen or “howling” Russians;310 
the Bolshevik regime is compared to the medieval Russian reign of Ivan  the Terrible.311 
Indeed, despite the historically undisputed Bolshevik radicalism of many Latvians, in 
the German mind, that ideology remained fi xed to Russianness.312 The exception to 
this attitude was only during the period between March and September 1917, when 
the Germans found the presence of Russian troops comforting in light of the Latvian 
militias roaming the streets.313

The “unthankfulness” of the Latvians is a frequent theme. Latvians are portrayed 
as traitors who, despite seven centuries of civilizing eff ort by the Germans, have now 
turned on the Germans and who look on German misfortune with Schadenfreude. The 
theme of the housemaid-gone-Flintenweib, who betrays the family’s hidden food to the 
enemy, is only the most extreme example. During the “Russian time” the Latvians in 
general were rewarded for their betrayal by the Russian regime: The Latvian sins of 
1905 were washed away and they were given military units of their own.314

The main German stereotype of Latvians was that they were unreliable, untrust-
worthy, subject to swings in loyalty (wankelmütig). This is an image dating from the 
1905 Revolution, when the Latvians had been seen as having turned on the Germans 
unfairly and thanklessly. It is not only stated directly,315 but also refl ected in some Ger-
man accounts of those Latvians with whom they had most contact—household servants 
(Dienstmädchen and Dienstboten)—who were assumed to be ready to report on or 
otherwise turn on their employers in times of crisis. They appear to have had little true 
convictions (“Gesinnung”) of any kind according to German accounts, betraying even 
themselves if the moment made it seem opportune. Several accounts of welcoming 
German soldiers into Riga mention Latvians standing alongside Riga Germans, trying 
to out-cheer the latter and ingratiate themselves with the conquerors.316 A Reich Ger-
man deeply fond of the Balts wrote later, “a Latvian girl might do something like that, 
but never a German girl.”317

310 For example M , pp. 24-25.
311 P , p. 59; P  refers to the Muscovites, Tatars, “looking so savage,” “Mongolian 

types” on several occasions, pp. 46, 316-318 and 333.
312 This is evidenced also in the Riga account of a Reich German, Bertha S , who 

writes, “Like stirred up ants, unclean elements came crawling up out of every corner, Bol-
shevik-like fi gures in Siberian, suspicious clothes,” p. 18.

313 L , p. 172. “Kossacks” are mentioned as keeping order in the city, much like in the 
Revolution of 1905.

314 H , p. 56. This is not to imply that there were no exceptions. The Baroness von Korff , 
for example, seems to have some haughtiness with regard to the Latvians, but does describe 
friendly encounters as well. See entries of 14, 21 and 24 April, She can comment favorably 
on Russians as well, for example on April 16. On the ingratitude of the Latvians, in this case 
in the context of complaints about requisitions and food, see Auszüge aus der baltischen 
Presse, 15 July 1918, quoting Rīgas Latviešu Avīze, 7 July 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/96.

315 For example L , p. 125.
316 H , p. 61.
317 S , p. 17. “So etwas tut höchstens eine Lettin, nie und nimmer aber ein deutsches 

Mädchen.” G , pp. 252-253, portrays the Latvians in similar terms when discussing the 
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Some political and military aspects of the war which were important to the Latvians 
seemed to have made little impression on the Riga Germans. Few of the German mem-
oirs make any reference to the Latvian rifl emen except in the context of their militia 
duty in Riga after March 1917. One vivid example reveals a strange selective memory. 
Writing after the war, the jurist Hilweg  recalls that the Latvian Rifl es were the Russian 
government’s reward to the Latvians for their denunciations of Baltic Germans—this 
is a historically untenable claim in light of the record. He had “seen these units march 
through the streets of Riga to the front: adorned with fl owers and with fl owers falling 
from the hands of housemaids in every window.” According to his account, “German 
circles” did not hear anything about the successes of these units in battle. He does re-
mark, however, that they were among the fi rst to go Bolshevik and support the regime 
of terror.318 Understandably, the Riga Germans recalled their own trauma, not what the 
Latvians considered heroism and sacrifi ce. In fairness, however, Lieven , a key witness 
for some of these German impressions, is the only German diary author to give any se-
rious mention to the Latvian rifl emen, citing them as the only ones with rights to make 
demands on other peoples since they fought so hard in the war.319

The attitudes expressed by Baltic Germans toward Latvians and Estonians in their 
publications and public statements bore strong resemblance to the colonial literature 
of the era. Much like the prewar period, the Estonians are considered more favorably 
than the Latvians, although the inferior social position of both groups is treated as a 
natural state. These sources hardly acknowledge the existence of Latvian and Estonian 
culture independent of German domination. They generally ignore the national and lib-
eral development of the previous sixty years.320 Indeed, these attitudes seem to mirror 
those of the period following the emancipation of 1817. At that time, when Latvian 
peasants were freed from serfdom, even those Balts who demonstrated a keen interest 
in Latvian culture and language, those pastors who were active in the Latvian Literary 
Scoiety (Lettisch-Literarische Gesellschaft) for instance, still viewed the Latvians from 
a distinctly patriarchal perspective.321 The revolutionary violence of 1905 was, from 
this perspective, not unlike Latvian action during the war and revolution ten years later. 
It was not the result of justifi able local discontent and authentic indigenous attitudes, 
but the result of russifi cation.322 It is ironically similar to the Russian-Soviet account 
of history, whereby the Russians are credited with having revolutionized the Latvians.

The patriarchal attitude is seen in German comments on Latvian statehood. Riga 
German accounts of late 1918 focus on the one-year-anniversary of German rule, on 
the “collapse,” and on the approach of the Red Army. Rarely is the Latvian declaration 
of independence—in Latvian recollection one of the defi ning moments of the whole 
period—mentioned and, when it is mentioned, it is only in passing. The idea of an 

events of November to December 1918, the Latvian press railing against the Germans while 
the Latvian government signed an agreement with Germany to defend Latvia.

318 H , p. 57.
319 L , p. 17.
320 L , Baltische Propaganda, p. 197.
321 See Z , pp. 417-442, especially 425.
322 L , Baltische Propaganda, p. 197.
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independent Latvia is the subject of derision, a country too small to survive on its own 
and, without German leadership, incapable of prospering.323 Lieven’s  comments about 
the fi rst rumors of Latvian statehood in April of 1917 are sarcastic and somewhat con-
temptuous. He holds the same attitude toward all the various small peoples striving for 
independence at that time, ranking the Latvian project between the idea of a Finnish 
state, which is taken seriously, and a “Buräten-Staat” or Kostroma state, which he fi nds 
laughable.324

A report written by a British woman who was married to a Balt and survived the 
Bolshevik period in Riga draws a line from 1905 to the present showing the Latvians 
to be “a most brutal and vindictive people.” In 1905 they “maltreated the Russian sol-
diers.” Later they murdered the tsar. Finally, they were responsible for the terror regime 
of 1919.325 Members of the American Relief Administration reported that Balts were 
insulted if you mistook them for a Latvian.326

These Baltic German attitudes toward the other nationalities do not appear to have 
been new to 1914. Furthermore, they were not fundamentally changed by the war. The 
Germans saw their patrician perceptions of the other groups in the city—sometimes 
shaped by the events of 1905 to 1908, sometimes older—confi rmed by the events of 
the war. New developments specifi c to the wartime situation, such as the repressive 
measures of the Russian state or the rise of Latvian statehood, were fi tted into this view, 
although with some variation across the political spectrum. The defeat of German arms 
and the overall loss of status did not fundamentally alter these perceptions either, per-
haps because of the strong showing of Baltic German arms during the fi nal phase of the 
war in the Baltic and the continued advantage that many Germans had over Latvians 
and Russians in terms of wealth and education. Those who chose to remain in Riga 
would have to adopt to permanent minority status in a democratic Latvia and adopt 
their perspective and politics accordingly.

Conclusions

The Germans proved to be among the most resilient groups from among the Riga pop-
ulation. They were on the receiving end of most of the tragedies that swept over the 
city during the war—the hunger, the evacuation, deportations, the mobilizations, ter-
ror. They were aff ected to a greater degree than other ethnic groups by some of these 
occurances, both in terms of lives and property. The deportations of 1914-1917 were 
targeted mostly at Germans; the terror of 1919 was aimed at their class. In every sense 
of the word, they had lost the war. The semi-feudal order that had supported them was 
no more and their cooperation with the German occupation regime had compromised 
them further. Their position as the economic leaders of the region had been shaken 
by the destructive mass-evacuation of 1915 and was now, at the end of the war, being 

323 For example see Hilweg, p. 71; L , p. 35.
324 L , p. 35.
325 HI ARA 335-19 De Profundis, written in October 1919. In most details the report conforms 

to Baltic German perceptions of events.
326 HI ARA 337-5 General Report on Conditions in Riga by Lt. Col. Alexander, 19 June 1919.
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further eroded outside Riga by the redistribution of land imposed by the new Latvian 
government. And yet, despite these losses, their relative number within Riga actually 
increased during the war, while their absolute numbers, like those of all Riga’s nation-
alities, fell dramatically. Of the forty thousand Baltic Germans who left the Baltic prov-
inces during the war, approximately a quarter returned.

What might explain this apparent contradiction? Why would the losers be among 
those most likely to stay behind? Several explanations present themselves, but they are 
primarily speculative. Perhaps many of the landowners, faced with state confi scation 
of their land, moved to Riga to try their fortunes in the city. Many of the thousands of 
Germans who had formerly lived in other parts of the Russian Empire might have cho-
sen Riga as a new home, outside the sphere of communist control, but closer to their 
traditional homes than the German Reich was. It is likely that Germany, the obvious 
alternative to life in the Baltic provinces, did not present an attractive option, being 
embroiled in political strife and burdened with the shame and economic weight of the 
Treaty of Versailles. Or maybe Germany was simply too diff erent and new. After seven 
hundred years of cultural development independent of the German center, it simply 
could not be considered home, regardless of the increased communication between the 
two communities over the previous several decades. 

Although it seems likely that all of these factors contributed to some degree to the 
German demographic “victory” over the other minority nationalities in Riga, I would 
like to emphasize the role of Riga as home to its Germans in a way it was not for the 
other nationalities. For the city’s Germans, the ties were more personal, more emotional 
perhaps, than for other groups.327 Family roots were associated with the city in a way 
a rural-born Latvian factory worker’s or second-generation Latvian urbanite’s simply 
could not be. German wartime experience refl ects this deeper connection. The tragedy 
that befell the German minority only strengthened its ties to the city and, for those who 

327 The titles of some German writings demonstrate a certain love of Riga as a homeland. The 
1916 pamphlet, Mein Heimatland in schwerer Zeit (“My Homeland in a Time of Trial”) 
refers to Riga and makes virtually no mention of the surrounding area. Pastor P ’s 
piece uses the word Heimat very frequently, as does M ’s “Rigas Schicksalsjahren,” 
which even refers to the city in the title and to Heimat in the fi rst chapter heading. Riga is 
typically characterized as the “schöne alte Vaterstadt” (“beautiful old city of our fathers”). 
This pathos refl ects a local patriotism concentrated on the city of Riga itself which is hard-
ly to be found in the Latvian and Russian accounts before 1919. Other examples include 
S , p. 8, although she is not even Baltic German. An exception to the rule is the ac-
count of the February Revolution written in the form of a diary by Wilhelm L . Neither 
the title nor the cover drawing give any clue that the book was written in Riga. The author’s 
perspective is also decidedly on Russia. He focuses more on the general military and polit-
ical situation and reports more on events in the imperial capital than he does on Riga itself. 
Indeed, he often mentions “the city” and the reader is not immediately sure which city he 
refers to. His is also the only account where there is any indication at all that the author might 
identify with the Russian side, despite his clear German ethnicity. The Russian soldiers are 
sometimes described as “our” soldiers. His narrative leaves little doubt, however, that he 
fi ts in with the general German experience related here; he is frustrated by Russian rule and 
clearly happy to have the Russians gone in September of 1917and exhibits some of the pa-
ternalistic attitudes toward Latvians and Russians typical of Baltic Germans. 
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did leave, these ties only intensifi ed the feeling of loss and separation that all refugees 
and exiles feel. 

We see a kind of a tenaciousness manifested among the Germans not only demo-
graphically, but in individual cases. Paul Schiemann  not only stayed, but directly en-
gaged with the new reality in post-World War One Latvia, even in opposition to some 
family members. Even when the “dictated option” came in 1939 and Germans left 
en masse, he stayed, at great risk to himself. Another example of this is Professor Dr. 
Wilhelm Klumberg .328 He was the same age as Schiemann  and grew up in Riga, but 
was caught elsewhere by the war, was exiled to Samara, and returned to Riga only in 
1917 after the revolution but before the fall of the city to the Germans in September. 
He supported annexation by the German Reich—and attributed that conviction to all 
Baltic Germans. He therefore made the general German “turn” in ideological reorienta-
tion. He taught at a German school and helped organize the new Baltische Technische 
Hochschule in 1918, working to attract German professors from Germany to come 
and teach. This was a failure, attracting only the Latvian Balodis  from the Univer-
sity of Berlin, an off er Klumberg  rejected due to Balodis ’ anti-German attitude. When 
the Hochschule opened, Klumberg  became a professor. He stayed in Riga despite the 
Bolshevik invasion, hoping to be of use to his “Heimat” in the trials to come. During 
the communist period he worked with some success at saving some German cultural 
institutions and schools, taking over as director of the United German School for Boys 
(Vereinigte deutsche Knabenschule) when the former director was arrested, a position 
he kept until 1923. When, after the liberation of the city, the rector of the Hochschule 
was accused of being too “neutral” during the Bolshevik period and dismissed. Klum-
berg  and  other German faculty were not confi rmed as professors by the Latvian author-
ities now in charge. They did not leave the country, however, but stayed to found the 
“higher German extension courses” in 1920, using the rooms of the Guild, and founded 
the Herder Gesellschaft, a German scientifi c institution. He was now of the conviction 
that Germans would only survive if they adjusted to the new reality and made compro-
mises with the new Latvian national state. Wilhelm Klumberg  represents those German 
elites who put their lot in with the homeland and the city, and made compromises, but 
remained more German in a national, conservative sense, than a man like Schiemann. 

This tenaciousness, the attitude of standing fast for the homeland despite the loss 
of state power or whatever other blows political fate might hold in store, is a topos of 
Baltic German self-perception that dates back at least to Carl Schirren’s  Livländische 
Antwort of 1869, defending the Baltic locality against Russian calls for the legal, ad-
ministrative and cultural assimilation of the Baltic provinces. It would take the cooper-
ation of two totalitarian dictators to fi nally put an end to it in 1939. As we will see, the 
Lat vian experience of war and revolution, alth ough also a story darkened by suff ering, 
had little in common with the German experience.

328 All the information here is from the more detailed account in the short pamphlet by 
 U -S , Klumberg. The term “dictated option” stems from L , Diktierte 
Option.
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2   Riga’s Latvians in War and Revolution

Of the 472,068 civilians in Riga on the eve of the war, about 40 percent, or 190,000 
people, were Latvians. They lived scattered all over the city, representing a plurality on 
the west bank of the river and in the main section of town in every police district north 
of the railway line except in the Old City. The distribution was not entirely even, how-
ever. The largest number of Latvians lived in the Petersburg districts I (14,609) and II 
(20,286) and the Moskau districts II (17,762) and especially III (43,468), the core area 
of the city outside the old town (See Map 1). Police district Moskau III, where Latvians 
even made an absolute majority, was home to the giant railway car factory. Many other 
large, important factories were also located in Petersburg II. On the left bank of the 
 river, where the cement factory and numerous smaller companies were located, they 
made up just under 50 percent of the total population. That was also the case on the 
outskirts of the city.1 Of those who indicated Latvian as their normal language of daily 
use, one quarter lived on the left bank, and almost a third lived in the districts of Peters-
burg II and Moskau III.2 The Latvians were thus catching up demographically with the 
Germans in the more prosperous central districts, but lived primarily in and dominated 
the more remotely situated working-class districts.

The social position of the Latvians was very diff erent from that of the German popu-
lation. The former made up 43.7 percent of the industrial working class, 42.1 percent of 
the blue collar workers in the trade and commerce sector, and 50.9 percent of household 
help (Dienstboten). “Housemaids” were grouped together with “other wage labor,” and 
here the Latvians made up 47.4 percent of the workforce. But the Latvian middle class 
which had emerged in the nineteenth century was growing. Latvians were highly repre-
sented among independent industrialists (probably mostly owners of small workshops) 
with 47.7 percent and among independent traders with 41.2 percent. In the white collar 
positions in commerce they made up only 24.6 percent and, in the industrial sector, 
13.3 percent of the technicians, 26.3 percent of the white collar workers in the business 
departments (kaufmännische Angestellte) and 32.1 percent of other categories.3

This meant that within the Latvian community, such as it was, almost half or 47 
percent were industrial blue collar workers. Fewer than 3 percent were high-ranking 
civil servants and professionals, while 12 percent worked in low-ranking white collar 
jobs, as cashiers and blue collar workers in the commerce sector. A full 15 percent of 
Lat vians worked as household servants, housemaids, and in similar capacities, which 
is often how they are portrayed in German accounts of the period and a circumstance 
that would later play a role in the German perception of political developments. That 
is probably due to the intimate contact that came about between the ethnic groups 
when Latvians were employed by Germans. Although the Latvians were very over-
represented in the small Riga agricultural sector on the edges of town, that sector em-
ployed fewer than 2 percent of Latvians in the city.4

1 LVVA 2791/1/164, p. 72.
2 Ibidem, p. 71.
3 Ibidem, p. 124. The German terms are provided because the source is in German.
4 Statistics here from ibidem, p. 123.
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Much of the Latvian wartime experience as it has conveyed through the historiog-
raphy seems more narrowly political than it was for the Germans. The period is re-
membered as the “period of the creation of the Latvian state”5 and the year 1918, when 
independence was declared, is considered the watershed year for dividing up chronolo-
gies of Latvian history.6 The chaotic political and economic circumstances of the period 
force one, however, to cast some doubt on the centrality of the struggle for statehood or 
the political aspects of the class struggle for Latvians in Riga. It seems questionable that 
the political story being told is merely that of a small, politicized elite. In addition, due 
to the particularities of Riga’s wartime chaos, Latvian political history is not always 
intimately tied up with wartime life in the future capital city; rather, the story ranges 
far beyond the Jugla, from Berlin to Petrograd, Moscow, Kharkov, and elsewhere. Our 
interest is much narrower, however. Therefore, in order to keep our perspective rooted 
in the streets of the city, this retelling of Latvian political developments will above all 
else emphasize events in Riga or aspects which refer to Riga. In addition, the divisive-
ness and divided nature of the political experience will break up the dominant narrative 
which usually focuses on national aspirations or “awakening.”

The Latvian wartime experience is at fi rst more diffi  cult to divide into “urban” ver-
sus “rural” than for the Germans. It is an experience more national in fl avor, although 
division among Latvians is also one of the attributes of their wartime life, especially 
with regard to political and ideological goals. The war brought about this mix of unity 
and division by the extreme violence and rapidity of the changes it forced the Latvians 
to endure and react to. Thus, it is very diffi  cult to pin down something like an ethnically 
specifi c story. The usual diffi  culties involved in such an undertaking, such as the lack 
of fi rst-hand accounts written by the lower classes, are present here as well. While the 
liberal, nationalist side of the Latvian story comes out most vividly in this account, I 
have also included a section on Latvian revolutionaries and have relied heavily on the 
memories of Latvian socialists for my impression of events.

Narratives of this period are typically quite confusing, even short accounts being 
forced to either rapidly bounce back and forth between places and themes or mix up 
the chronology. This problem is exacerbated when applied to the Latvian experience 
by the geographically scattered and ideologically fragmented nature of the divided and 
displaced Latvian population. Discussion here will stay in Riga to the extent possible. 
The war is not closely associated with the city itself at the opening of the story. Soon, 
however, when the evacuation tore so many Latvians, especially prominent Latvians, 
away from Riga, we can see it coming into sharper focus as a Latvian place. It was in 
Riga as well as in exile that the Latvians politicized during the revolutionary period of 
1917. The German occupation which followed brought about the decisive swing to-
ward statehood and it was in Riga, during the revolution and then especially during the 
occupation, that the organizational, intellectual, and emotional foundations for state-
hood were laid by discrediting both major powers and forcing the Latvians to confront 

5 See the title of P .
6 For example B , 20. Gadsimta divides history at 1918. Latvian Soviet histories of 

course had to make 1917, the year of the revolution in Russia, relevant for Latvian history as 
well, for example K , Rīga 1860-1917 and D  Rīga socializma laikmetā.
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both the German threat as well as the ideological divisions between themselves. The 
occupation brings the diff ering perceptions of the war and the city into sharp relief. 
Finally, although the state emerged from the period of occupation, it was only when 
the war came to the city that the city was completely and fi nally claimed as a national 
capital. It was in Riga that the state fi nally defeated the last armed threat to its existence.

The Revolution of 1905 and the War of 1914

Shortly after the outbreak of the war, Kārlis Skalbe  wrote, “[o]ne has to be amazed by 
the feeling and activity with which our small nation, starting in 1905, throws itself into 
all the great battles of the age. Held back for centuries, she became hungry for her own 
history. She became hungry for her own activity and wanted to shape her own history, 
even if that meant paying the price of bitter suff ering.”7 This summarizes succinctly 
much of what made the Latvian wartime experience what it was: the nationalist fervor, 
the anti-German sentiment, the role of the memory of 1905, and the severity of the 
human and material cost for the nation.

The Latvians responded to the war enthusiastically in 1914 for reasons that have be-
come almost cliché. There was an immediate and almost universal response of loyalty 
to the Russian cause in the war, fueled less by direct affi  nity to the tsar and Russia than 
by fear and hatred of Germans and Germany. Latvian fear of German victory was any-
thing but an abstraction stoked by crude propaganda. It was the product of the historical 
experience of centuries of German political and economic domination fi ltered through 
the lens of the recent and still ongoing national awakening and the Revolution of 1905. 
German victory would, many Latvians feared, assure permanent dominance of the lo-
cal German class. It would mean permanent subjugation, an end to national existence. 
There had been animosity between the Baltic Germans and the Latvians before the war, 
especially in 1905, but as Anna Brigadere  described it, the war gave further impetus 
to the hatred: “The Latvians felt, for the fi rst time, in utter disbelief, that their ancient 
enemies were also the enemies of everyone else, even of the old cultured nations, the 
enemies of Europe.”8 Latvian hatred of Germans now seemed legitimate, an experience 
they shared with the British, French, Serbs and the Russians; it made them a European 
people.

The fi rst years of the war only confi rmed these initial fears of German dominance, 
thereby strengthening their unifying eff ects. The common Latvian experiences of 1914 
to early 1917 all threatened their national life. They included mass casualties on the 
front lines and the creation of Latvian military units which became a focal point of na-
tional pride. They included the common experience of dislocation—both the province 
of Courland and the city of Riga losing more than half their population, resulting in 
Latvian refugee colonies in all corners of the Russian Empire. The Latvian people were 
almost completely uprooted. This went hand-in-hand with the loss of homeland as the 
Germans occupied fi rst Courland, then Riga, then the rest of the country. The German 
occupation of 1917-1918 was the nadir of the war for Latvians, whether experienced 

7 Quoted in A , p. 19.
8 Quoted in A , p. 20.
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in the deprivation of the ruined city of Riga, where Latvian national life bent under the 
“iron fi st” (Anna Brigadere ) of German military administration, or in Russian exile. 
These extreme circumstances contributed greatly to a further Latvian experience, that 
of political radicalization.9 Ironically, it was this radicalization which cut deep wounds 
in the feeling of unity brought on by the war and, by 1918, was one of the major factors 
threatening long-term Latvian national survival. The most important ideological eff ect 
of the war, however, ended up being the linchpin of Latvian political life in the early 
twentieth century: the formulation and realization of Latvian statehood, an idea which 
the war brought to the forefront with the question of Latvian national autonomy, which 
in the end no Latvian group could fail to favor. The war also created the circumstances 
in which the idea of a Latvian state could emerge and be made a political reality. 

Noteworthy here is the late appearance of the 1905 Revolution as an infl uential 
political topos of Latvian collective memory and its eff ect on wartime. While it was 
an immediate and obvious point of reference for the Baltic Germans in 1914, it did 
not initially play that role for the Latvians except perhaps as a reminder of recent dis-
loyalty to Russia which would now be avoided. The revolution had had a “galvanizing 
eff ect” on the Latvian intelligentsia across the political spectrum. It had encouraged 
Latvian centrists, liberals and moderates to look for ways to bridge the divisions be-
tween Latvians, which had been growing since the appearance of the “jaunā strāva” or 
“new current” movement in the 1890s.10 While the development of Latvian nationalism 
had followed a course not very diff erent from other subject nations of Eastern Europe 
during the nineteenth century, in the 1890s there was a split among Latvian national 
elites and intellectuals, with some of them becoming fascinated with Marxism and for-
mulating their opposition to the status quo in terms of class more than ethnicity. This 
“new current” would dilute Latvian ambitions for national independence by splitting 
the movement as well as invigorating and radicalizing anti-German sentiment in the 
guise of class antagonism and anti-Russian sentiment in the form of anti-autocratic 
agitation. While 1905 had invigorated the whole spectrum of Latvian political opinion, 
in 1914, the legacy was ambiguous. Latvian Marxists opposed the war, but Latvians 
in general supported it. All the while, the Latvian socialists remained the most potent 
political voice among this national group.

Death in Battle

Mass Latvian death or disappearance in battle began during the fi rst weeks of the war, 
with the battle of Tannenberg in August of 1914 and continued right up through the 
Christmas Battle at the gates of Riga in January of 1917. In 1914, the Russian XX 
Corps, with its headquarters in Riga, was one of several stationed in the Baltic prov-
inces. Its units were located throughout Latvia and Lithuania and a proportion of its 
ranks came from local nationalities, Latvians making up more than half of its person-

9 Similar summaries of the eff ects of the war on national Latvian life, including the notion of 
political radicalization I have used here, can be found in E , Causes pp. 278-279; 
H , Letten und Deutsche, pp. 266-267.

10 P , Latvians, pp. 104-107.



232

nel.11 The entire Second Army, of which the XX Corps was part, was made up largely of 
reservists recruited from the western part of the empire. Some of the regiments report-
edly had 80 percent Latvian rank and fi le, totaling several tens of thousands, and were 
referred to by the Russians as the “Latvian regiments.” The Second Army took part in 
the Battle of Tannenberg, although it was the First Army which bore the brunt of the 
defeat. In February of 1915, however, the entire XX Corps was encircled in the forests 
of Augustow and, after desperate fi ghting, only two regiments escaped. These battles 
were perhaps the bloodiest in Latvian history, although the Latvians as such are rarely 
mentioned in the accounts, nor do these battles feature strongly in Latvian collective 
memory, unlike later battles involving in the Lativan rifl e units, when casualties were 
also high, but the units fi ghting were more explicitly Latvian.12

The fi rst mobilizations in Latvia took place in several counties in other parts of Lat-
via in late July 1914. But Riga was drawn into the general mobilization which followed 
the German declaration of war at the beginning of August. The general enthusiasm for 
the war among the local Latvians, especially compared to the Baltic Germans, would 
make the Latvians somewhat overrepresented in the mobilization, allowing us to es-
timate that twenty to twenty-fi ve thousand Riga Latvians would eventually fi ght for 
the tsar—more if the recruitment rates for the Latvian rifl e units formed in 1915 were 
particularly high.13 Many of these men would not have been recruited in Riga itself 
but, starting in summer of 1915, from their various places of evacuation throughout 
the empire. For the total eff ect of military mobilization on Latvian demography, the 
continuation of the war beyond 1917 must also be added in: the mobilizations under the 
Bolsheviks, for the primarily Baltic German Landeswehr, and for the newly emerging 
Latvian national army in 1919 and 1920. 

The major event was the creation of specifi cally Latvian military units beginning in 
the summer of 1915. The Latvian Rifl es were born in the context of the successful Ger-
man spring off ensive of 1915. On 2 and 3 May, the city of Mitau, just west of Riga, was 
prevented from falling into German hands by a mostly Latvian unit from the Ust-Dvi-
na fortress at the mouth of the River Düna. On the seventeenth, twenty-eight Latvian 
organizations held a meeting to thank General Potapov , who had been in charge of the 
battle, and he, in return described the Latvian soldiers in glowing terms. A student at the 
Riga Polytechnikum asked the general about creating Latvian units. The idea was taken 
up by Jānis Goldmanis , one of two Latvian members of the Duma in Petrograd, and was 
agreed to by representatives of fi fteen Latvian organizations that had been consulted.14 
On 10 June, Goldmanis  asked the Russian commander in chief, Grand Duke Nikolai 
Nikolaevich  as well as General Alekseev  and the chief of staff  General Beliaev  about 
creating Latvian druzhiny, pointing out that Polish and Armenian units already existed 

11 A , p. 16; S , pp. 325-327.
12 P , Latvians, pp. 113, gives the number of ten to fi fteen thousand Latvians killed in 

battle by the spring of 1915.
13 B , Latvija Pirmā pasaules kara laikā, p. 39, puts number mobilized in Russia at 55% of 

men of military age. G , pp. 52-53 puts it at 47%, and lower for urban areas. My very 
rough estimates are based on these numbers and the Baltic census of 1913.

14 A , p. 78.
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within the Russian army. When they passed the decision on to the front commanders 
and on 2 July, the Northwest Front approved the idea. Eight Latvian battalions were to 
be formed, each with a fraction of the battalion from the original fortress unit.  Alekseev  
signed the order on 1 August and on the twelfth, the fi rst volunteers were being reg-
istered in Riga and Valmiera. Volunteers, seventeen to thirty-fi ve years of age, came 
from all over Russia, but especially from the refugee community. There were even vol-
unteers from Latvian communities abroad. According to one Latvian émigré historian, 
their motivations varied from nationalism and hate of the Germans, to wanting to shed 
refugee status, or prosaic reasons such as the inability to understand Russian or prob-
lems getting enough to eat.15 The total number of men from Riga who were mobilized 
during the war exceeded the number of personnel in the fi rst Latvian rifl e units. When 
the recruitment outside Riga is taken into account it becomes clear that many, perhaps 
most, Riga Latvian men who fought for Russia did so as “normal,” that is “Russian” 
recruits, not in the Latvian units themselves, at least initially. Nonetheless, these units 
had great symbolic value—especially in Riga, which is where they were enlisted and 
trained and was the city near which they fought.  On 14 and 15 August 1915, the fi rst 
groups of volunteers were sent from Riga to training at the fortress north of the city. 
Crowds of people showed up to give them an enthusiastic farewell, the Latvian hymn 
was sung, and red and white fl owers abounded.16 In September the fi rst four battalions 
were organized; four more followed in November.17

The Latvians were very excited about the creation of the rifl e formations and it 
has been argued that these formations had a profound eff ect on mobilizing Latvian 
national consciousness. The press reports of the time, according to Andersons , show 
that their very existence played a role in formulating national goals and especially in 
strengthening national consciousness.18 There is some indication, however, that these 
formations were not universally popular. The Latvian Social Democrats were highly 
critical of them, considering them a sign of support for the war eff ort, which they had 
always opposed. In December of 1915, their newspaper Cīņa called it one of the most 
“terrible crimes on the conscious of the bourgeoisie.”19 Some prominent socialists such 
as the later Latvian foreign minister Felikss Cielens  and the national poet Jānis Rainis  
were in favor, however.20 Socialist opposition to the rifl e formations is arguably an 
indication that these did indeed have the eff ect of galvanizing Latvian nationalist sen-
timent, since this was a project which socialists, especially those on the far left who 
were beginning to dominate the Latvian party, would have opposed in favor of more 
internationalist ideas. Ironically, the rifl emen themselves would end up splitting and, in 
the main, becoming one of the foci of Latvian socialist and anti-war sentiment as the 
war progressed. They tended to back the revolution and their reputation as Bolsheviks 
would lead to a feeling of ambivalence about the threat when, at the end of 1918, the 

15 Ibidem, pp. 80-82.
16 Ibidem, p. 82.
17 Ibidem, p. 84.
18 Ibidem, p. 82; Ģērmanis, pp. 6-7; P , Latvians, p. 115.
19 Quoted in Ģērmanis, p. 7; also mentioned in A , p. 82.
20 A , p. 84.
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Red Army, including Latvian rifl e units now fi ghting for Lenin  and Stučka , were ad-
vancing on Riga.

While enthusiasm for the units, at least in terms of volunteers, waned in 1916, the 
units themselves grew, eventually becoming regiments. The number of volunteers in 
1915 totaled 6,296, but amounted to only 1,800 for all of 1916. This was due in part to 
the declining pool of available manpower, many Latvians by now having been mobi-
lized into the army, as well as to a general decline in war enthusiasm.21 Men continued 
to be transferred to the Latvian units from other parts of the Russian army, however. 
By early 1916, they had reached a personnel strength of 130,000 men. By this time it 
is plausible that most of the Latvian men from Riga who were fi ghting in the Russian 
Army had become members of these units.

While there are no data available as to the number of men from Riga who joined, 
there is some indication that men originally from urban milieus were over-represented 
in the Latvian rifl e units. In one battalion, made up of almost 88 percent Latvians, there 
were 19.1 percent factory workers, 27.8 percent craftsmen, apprentices, and fi shermen, 
and 5.5 percent “intelligentsia” (doctors, lawyers, teachers, etc.), comprising a total of 
more than 40 percent of the men at a time when over 80 percent of the Latvian popula-
tion was still rural. Only 44.9 percent of the men were rural laborers, small landholders 
or farmers.22

The deep wounds that mass death left in many of Europe’s populations have been 
the subject of great historical interest over the past fi fteen to twenty years.23 However, 
there has been no research on mass grief in Latvia during or following the war. Latvian 
histories of the period have been dominated by the themes of military heroism and 
sacrifi ce, on the one hand, and the theme of national independence, on the other. In the 
context of the mass funeral described above (Part I, chapter 2) we can see the Latvian 
rifl emen as the wartime centerpiece of emerging nationhood. Death in war was now po-
litical and national, as the men fought and died as Latvians and were buried in a Latvian 
ceremony. The nation was now waging war as a whole and, when that nation emerged 
as a state in 1918 and 1919, it took the site of political death for the nation and turned 
it into its most important shrine.

The Brethren Cemetery 

One of the most well-known relics of the First World War in Latvia is the Brethren 
Cemetery (Brāļu Kapi).24 Its story is worth reviewing here because it demonstrates 
several themes which cross with Latvian experience in the twentieth century in general 
and during the Great War in particular. Before the war, sections of the city forest had 

21 Ibidem, p. 85.
22 Ibidem.
23 A -R /B , chapters 7-9 provide an introduction for the western democra-

cies. See also M ; C /V ; F .
24 Many photos of the site as it appeared in 2007 are available online at http://sites-of-memory.

de/main/rigabralukapi.html [accessed 23 August 2014]. Some elements were undergoing 
restoration at the time.
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been set aside for certain church congregations for use as cemeteries. Only a fraction 
of the allotted territory had been used; most of it was still thickly wooded. When the 
war broke out, two of the congregations, the cathedral congregation and the St. Peter’s 
church congregation, each gave adjoining sections of their plots to the Riga municipal 
military hospital. There was room for sixty graves for soldiers of the Lutheran faith 
(Germans, Latvians, and Estonians) who might die in the hospital and had no relations 
in Riga with whom they could be buried. When the fi rst wave of casualties hit the city, 
and Riga became a center for military hospitals, the plot was doubled and room made 
available for 146 graves.

With the creation of the Latvian Rifl e Battalions in 1915, the need for more ceme-
tery space grew accordingly. The organizational committees of the rifl e battalions ne-
gotiated with the two congregations for more land, but these were no longer so forth-
coming. The committees then turned to the city administration, which decided, after 
the large-scale bloodshed in the Tirul swamps near Riga in March and July of 1916, to 
intervene in August of that year. The city requisitioned land from seven congregations 
and acquired more land than had been requested by the rifl emen. This was still less 
than half of the size that the cemetery would eventually reached and was considered a 
temporary solution. 

After the Christmas Battle of January 1917, the rifl emen’s committees informed 
the city administration that the available space was almost full. The available land was 
doubled with the immediate consent of the congregations concerned.25 The cemetery 
was later fi lled with the dead of the summer 1917 off ensives, dead Red Army men from 
the early 1919 period, and Latvian dead from the Latvian War of Independence against 
German and Bolshevik troops in 1919 and 1920. It eventually served as the fi nal resting 
place for more than two thousand Latvian dead, only a tiny fraction of the country’s 
total military fallen. While the site had already become, during the war itself, a focal 
point of collective mourning and remembrance, this is where the offi  cial, national me-
morial services were held for the war dead throughout the independence period. Cere-
monies led by state offi  cials and patriotic marches led by students, including the central 
ceremony marking the fi rst anniversary of the declaration of independence, made it a 
state symbol as well: “What the Arc de Triomphe was for Paris, the Brethren Cemetery 
was for the Latvian people, where Latvian soldiers slept, who bought Latvia freedom 
with their deaths.”26

After the war, the site became a centerpiece of the Latvian manifestation of the 
“political cult of the dead.”27 In the 1920s, it was built up and designed by Kārlis Zāle , 
the same artist who would later create the Freedom Monument in downtown Riga at the 

25 The history of the cemetery presented here has been constructed from A , pp. 21-34 (on 
design and the fi nal appearance); Šilde, p. 496 (on its origins in the war); LVVA 2724/2/383, 
p. 108; LVVA 2724/2/1312, pp. 45, 49 and 59-60 (on the early stages and growth).

26 Šilde, pp. 496-497.
27 K /J . Indeed the Latvian case became a prime example, ideas from the 

Brethren Cemetery being imitated in other places, such as at the Piskarevskoe cemetery for 
those who died in the siege of Leningrad. See also M .
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location where the Peter statue had stood until 1915.28 The Brethren Cemetery, which 
appears much the same today, was arranged along a long central axis from the entryway 
to a large statue of Mother Latvia. The visitor enters through a large gate guarded by 
two larger-than-life bowing horsemen, approaches an eternal fl ame, burning on an altar, 
by passing between two arbors of oak trees. Behind the fl ame, across a chasm, Mother 
Latvia is already visible, her head bowed, her hand holding a wreath of victory and one 
arm wrapped around a fl ag. Passing beyond the eternal fl ame, one can now see down 
into the gap—it is the fi eld of graves, several meters below the level of the surrounding 
terrain. Beyond the graves, the visitor sees that Mother Latvia, her hair braided and 
wreathed in the fashion of a Latvian peasant woman, is standing on a wall above a 
cross and an urn, the wall adorned with the feudal coats of arms of all parts of Latvia, 
reliefs of swords and wreaths, and the heads of ancient warriors in profi le. Before the 
wall, facing the rows of fl at tombstones, four ancient armored warriors kneel, helmeted 
heads bowed, their shields also showing the coats of arms of Latvia’s four provinces. 
In various places there are other symbolic statues and reliefs—the wounded cavalry-
man, Lāčplēsis  (the mythical Latvian hero after whom a military award is named), the 
Unknown Soldier.29

The imagery skillfully avoids referring to anything from the war period which might 
be ambiguous and dilute the iconography of an ancient, primal Latvian nation, forged 
in war but not specifi cally this confl ict. There are no modern helmets or uniforms with 
which someone might recognize a particular unit or phase of the war. The dates on the 
gate (1915-1920) center on the national struggle by not including the opening phase of 
World War One before the creation of the rifl e units and also leaving off  the fi nal phase 
of the Russian Civil War. The imagery creates continuity with an imagined past in that 
it simply ignores the seven hundred year gap between the arrival of the Germans and 
the armed struggle for the creation of the Latvian state, making the rifl emen and student 
battalions and other units who fought in the recent battles into primeval Latvian war-
riors, rooting nationhood in the period before non-Latvians arrived on the scene. The 
dead are men who died as Latvians as part of the nation and for the eternal life of the 
nation, now preserved in a permanently reserved section of sacred ground.

The Freedom Monument, built later during the period of authoritarian rule under 
Kārlis Ulmanis , is less careful in that regard. It draws specifi cally on ancient Latvian 
mythology and uses medieval imagery to depict the Latvian struggle for independence, 
but it also shows clear images of the war for independence—men surging into battle 
wearing modern steel helmets of French and German design, carrying rifl es.30

28 See also F , pp. 216-221.
29 See A . For images, see http://sites-of-memory.de/main/rigabralukapi.html [accessed 23 

August 2014].
30 On the freedom monument, see Šilde, pp. 497-499 and S , p. 33, or detailed photos at 

http://sites-of-memory.de/main/rigafreedom.html [accessed on 23 August 2014]. The Jewish 
war memorial for the Latvian War of Independence is quite explicit, using a French-style 
helmet like those worn by the fi rst Latvian army units as a centerpiece of the display. See 
S , p. 82 or http://sites-of-memory.de/main/riga1919jews.html [accessed on 23 August 
2014].
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Another eff ort at cementing symbols of collective memory into the city landscape 
began in 1916 with the creation of a Latvian War Museum. It was initiated by the or-
ganizational committee of the Latvian rifl e battalions and set into motion in January of 
1917, while the Christmas Battle raged outside the city. In the fi rst six months of the 
year, over three thousand items were collected for the museum, some of which were 
on display in a provisional building in Riga. When their lease on that building ran out 
in July of 1917, the committee requested the use of the powder tower in the Old City 
from the mayor. The request could not immediately be granted, as the tower was still 
offi  cially contracted to the Rubonia student fraternity.31 The museum was eventually 
established in the powder tower, where it has survived in various manifestations until 
the present day.

A theme of some interest to the historiography has been what is called the “bol-
shevization” of the Latvians in general and the Latvian Rifl emen in particular.32 While 
much of that issue is tied up together in the political story of the revolutions of 1905 and 
1917 and the internal tensions within Latvian nationalism which, since the 1890s, had 
been infused with a strong class element, the experiences of the war itself also played a 
role, especially in the ranks of the rifl emen and they would, in turn, play an important 
role in the city after the February Revolution in 1917. A large part of the Bolshevik 
appeal all over the Russian Empire was its uncompromising demand for an end to the 
war. While the Latvian rifl e units as a whole went into battle enthusiastically, riding the 
wave of patriotism that had started in 1914 and reached a crescendo with the invasion 
of ethnically Latvian territory in 1915, their enthusiasm waned during 1916 and espe-
cially 1917. In both the battles on “the island of death” (“Nāves sala”) near Uexküll 
(Ikšķile) on the Düna south of Riga in 1916, and during the Christmas and January 
battles of early 1917 at the Tirul swamps just west of Riga, the Latvian soldiers are 
said to have fought heroically, but to have suff ered betrayal by the Russians.33 Not only 
does the later military literature portray those encounters as betrayal by the Russian 
high command, but that is how contemporaries saw it as well.34 By these accounts, the 
Lat vians would be sent forward to penetrate the German lines, but would then be aban-
doned and not reinforced by Russian units. The result was a heavy death toll for the 
Latvians for no signifi cant military gain. It has been argued that this betrayal made the 
rifl emen eventually reject the war, which made their existing attraction to the left corre-
spond even more closely to the Bolshevik program. This theory has some plausibi lity, 
their bolshevism not being ideological, communist conviction, but instead a kind of 
protest vote for peace, a refl ection of disillusionment with the war.35

31 LVVA 2724/2/1536 City Administration – Latvian War Museum, pp. 2-10.
32 See B , Radikālizma; W ; S ; E , 1917 Revolution and his other 

works in the bibliography; B , Latviešu strēlnieki.
33 There are various military histories of these battles. See for example S , pp. 333-336 for 

a brief account in English with the standard topoi of slaughter and betrayal or A , 
pp. 101-135 for a more thorough account including battle maps. 

34 For example, B , p. 11, to be discussed later in this chapter.
35 S , p. 336, even claims, reportedly based on offi  cial numbers, that of the thirty-fi ve 

thousand Latvian rifl es who went into the Christmas battles of late 1916 to early 1917, only 
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The “turn” of the Latvian rifl emen came after the Revolution of 1917, during the 
period when some of their units were serving as the Riga city militia. At the time there 
were some forty-eight thousand men serving in the units, not including men in the 
training reserve who were also in and around Riga.36 Several thousand of them were 
not Latvian, but the vast majority was. When the revolution broke out, the rifl emen 
were not yet radicalized. While they joined in the revolutionary creation of soldiers’ 
councils, the resolutions being proposed at various meetings in March and April did not 
show complete unity. There were calls not for immediate peace, but for the “complete 
liberation of Russia and Courland from the enemy” or, more in line with Bolshevik 
vocabulary, “peace without annexations” and based on national self-determination.37 
In April, the First Congress of the Latvian Rifl es met in Riga. They agreed, with some 
opposition from Bolshevik delegates, to form one united Latvian national soldiers’ or-
ganization instead of separate soldiers’ and offi  cers’ councils. On the question of peace, 
a Bolshevik proposal was passed.38 The elected executive committee was very left-
wing and began to actively support the Bolshevik-dominated Riga Council of Work-
ers’ Deputies in their struggle against competing claims to power from the Council of 
Societal Organizations, to protect and support the Russian publishers of the Bolshevik 
front-line newspaper Okopnaia Pravda, and also to assure the Bolshevik takeover of 
their own newspaper Brīvais Strēlnieks. It contributed actively to the radicalization of 
the Twelfth Army and fraternization with the enemy—to the point of being accused of 
treason by the Russian military leadership. But the executive committee supported Lat-
vian administrative unity and autonomy—an arguably “nationalist” position.39 Thus, 
even as the Latvian rifl emen formally went over to the Bolsheviks in the spring of 1917, 
they continued to hold the front before Riga to protect Latvian territory and vigorously 
debate both Bolshevik and anti-Bolshevik positions in their politics. Unlike the rest of 
the Twelfth Army, they did not entirely split with their offi  cer corps, retaining national 
 unity despite revolutionary radicalism. The Latvian soldiers in Riga were even involved 
in violent clashes with Russian soldiers on the streets of Riga during the spring and 
summer of 1917, a time when common anti-war sentiment and revolutionary ideology 
might be expected to mitigate any national or ethnic rivalries in the army. Overall the 
Latvian rifl emen are symbolic of the ambiguity inherent in Latvian nationalism since 
the 1890s, a nationalism radicalized and mitigated by its infusion with class identity. 

Exile

The Great War not only visited death and physical destruction on the Latvian people 
and the territory of the future Latvian state. It also almost completely displaced the Lat-
vian population, uprooting hundreds of thousands of people and scattering them from 

three thousand eventually joined the Red Army while over twenty thousand of them later 
fought in the ranks of the Latvian army in the War of Indpendence.

36 W , p. 173.
37 B , Latviešu strēlnieki, pp. 69.
38 Ibidem, pp. 68-69.
39 Ibidem, pp. 70-80; W , pp. 173-174.
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nearby locations to the far corners of the Russian Empire. Only recently have historians 
begun to systematically study the tragedy of mass population shifts in Eastern Europe 
during the First World War.40

The massive shift in population not only fi lled the city with refugees, but also emp-
tied the city of many of its original inhabitants. More than half the population of Riga, 
including most of the important public fi gures, left Riga during the evacuation of 1915. 
As pointed out in the chapter on the evacuation above, the Russian population of the 
city was the group most aff ected by the evacuation in Riga, but the eff ect on the Lat-
vians was even more dramatic in the wider context of national life. The Russians were 
going to other parts of Russia. The Latvians, on the other hand, were thrown into an 
essentially foreign land. The Latvians of Riga were mixed together with several hun-
dred thousand Latvians from occupied Courland in many locations, of which the most 
important centers were Dorpat (Yur’ev), Kharkov, and the imperial capitals of Moscow 
and Petrograd. According to one source, there were twenty-fi ve thousand Latvians liv-
ing in Moscow at the end of September 1915.41 Refugee work was being done with 
Latvians as far away as Siberia and Central Asia.42

This refugee situation greatly contributed to the Latvian national cause. For one 
thing, many of the Latvian elites were involved in refugee activity—schooling Lativan 
leadership in organization and creating networks of relationships. By mixing up the 
various regional types of Latvians and throwing them into a foreign environment, their 
commonalities were brought into sharp relief and their national identity strengthened. 
The trauma of going into armed combat for native soil, the distrust toward Russia sown 
by mass death in the tsar’s army and by often being considered to be German by Rus-
sians, and then, perhaps most of all, the experience of entire communities being uproot-
ed and cast abroad: all of this turned the national question, the question of ethnicity and 
territory, into a vital, personal question of livelihood and survival for an entire gener-
ation. Other contributing factors were the relative disinterest of Russian authorities in 
the Baltic region after the fall of Riga and the discredit that the Bolshevik seizure of 
power brought to the idea of remaining in Russia (as a nation) among conservative and 
national Latvians.43 

Refugeedom could in fact create and mobilize political elites and opportunities for 
elites without their own nation states to govern, and unite opponents in a common 
cause by inspiring national, collective endeavor. Several prominent members of the 
fi rst  Latvian “bourgeois” government, Miķelis Valters , imperial duma members Jānis 
Goldmanis  and Jānis Zalītis , as well as the Latvian Republic’s fi rst president, Jānis 
Čakste, were men who had been politically schooled in refugee “governance,” although 
some had been politically active in one form or another since the 1905 Russian Revo-

40 Primarily G , Empire. He hardly mentions the Latvian case, however.
41 B /S , p. 19.
42 P , p. 40.
43 This process is treated in detail in P , passim. She also mentions the problem of Lat-

vians in Russia being mistaken for Germans (pp. 43-45). The Latvians published at least one 
pamphlet in Russia to inform the Russians about who the Latvians actually were: see D .
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lution. Refugee work became the central institution of Latvian national life before the 
establishment of the Provisional Government under Kārlis Ulmanis  in 1918.44

Thus, while the evacuation of Courland and Riga, the uprooting and the scattering 
of the Latvian population over the western and central reaches of the Russian Empire 
vitally threatened Latvian national cohesion by potentially atomizing Latvian society 
and exposing its territory to Germanization, the particular historical circumstances—
the possibility of return less than four years later, the advanced state of Latvian literacy 
and politization, and the skills and initiatives of Latvian elites themselves—turned the 
situation into an opportunity which actually fostered the Latvian national cause. One 
author has argued, however, that Bolshevism was probably more popular among the 
refugees than among those who stayed at home, since extreme situations often exacer-
bate any tendency to look for extreme solutions.45 To the extent that this was the case, 
it would highlight Riga’s role in the fi nal emergence of a nation state. Even though the 
talk of independence would start with Latvian newspapers outside of Riga, when inde-
pendence fi nally came, it was dominated by forces within Riga who were more willing 
to compromise—the members of the Democratic Block—and less by people who came 
from representative organs based outside the city. 

Revolution and Politics

It has already been noted that the general reaction in Riga to the outbreak of the revo-
lution in Petrograd was surprisingly calm, considering the importance of the event and 
the opportunity it would present for the political and social aspirations of the Latvian 
population which, along with the Russian military, was now the demographically dom-
inant group in the city. News of the revolution in Petrograd got to Riga only on 3 March 
1917 while the abdication of the tsar and the formation of the Provisional Government 
were not in the papers until a day later. The fi rst news of the abdication came report-
edly during a break in the show at the Latvian Comedy Theater. The actors and writers 
reportedly tried to lead the audience in a singing of “God Bless Latvia,” the unoffi  cial 
national anthem, but there was little response.46

As things unfolded, the Latvian press, especially the press in Riga itself, chronicled 
events, but did little in the way of commenting on or contributing to what happened. 
The socialist paper Zinotājs commented that Riga was not reacting to the revolution be-
cause it had become too “petit bourgeois” since the loss of its proletarian classes during 
1915.47 The democratic paper in Moscow, Dzimtenes Atbalss, was also very critical, 

44 G , Empire, pp. 105-106. The author also discusses how the patriotic intelligentsia was 
even getting in touch with the prewar diaspora to invite them to return to help with postwar 
reconstruction. So the scattering which the Latvian elites considered went even beyond Rus-
sia and the eff ects of the evacuation. See P ; G , Russia’s First World War, pp. 
186-188; Ģērmanis, pp. 7-9. See also H , Kriegschronik, entry for 22 September 
1916.

45 E , Causes, pp. 272-279.
46 E , 1917 Revolution, pp. 11-12.
47 Ibidem, p. 12.
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commenting that the “active elements of the [Latvian] people” were no longer in Latvia 
itself.48 By all accounts, the revolution arrived in Riga without the traditional signs of 
violent uprising: no songs, marches, fl ags, or bloodshed.49 Ezergailis  has attributed this 
lack of fervor to Latvian war weariness. That is plausible enough, but it would fail to 
explain the later unleashing of violence in 1919. It may have been a momentary lull 
caused by the lack of political activists and leaders in the city or a moment of sobriety 
and clear vision among a people now more confi dent in their position, a people who 
could have been expected to take violent advantage over their enemies.

This calm is surprising given the eff ect of the 1905 Revolution, with regard to how 
Latvians perceived the war of 1914 and especially how they shaped the events which 
would soon follow. That revolution in 1905 and the bloody regime crackdown that 
followed demonstrated that the social order was vulnerable to mass politics, but that 
that order would defend itself with all necessary violent force. The German role in 
that force—and from the Latvian perspective they played a decisive role—made the 
already tense relationship between Latvians and Baltic Germans into an almost per-
manent, seemingly unbridgeable chasm. This chasm only widened during the Great 
War before Latvian victory and mass German emigration resulted in a peace of sorts 
in the early 1920s. According to Ezergailis , with the Revolution of 1905, the “crust of 
social courtesy ceased to exist.”50 The disproportionate, unmeasured counterattack on 
the revolutionaries in the Baltic from 1906 to 1908 contributed directly to the radical-
ization of Latvian politics—the “bolshevization” of the LSD and the popularity of that 
party—and the resulting atrocities which eventually materialized in 1917 and 1919. 
In a more abstract sense, 1905 provided the Latvian people with a model for revolu-
tion, with corresponding martyrs and symbols and holy places—places and symbols to 
which they would return.51 The crackdown on the revolution further nationalized the 
class question among Latvian political circles, resulting in a mixture of nationalist and 
social programs which would remain part of the LSD and eventually split the party.52

Latvian activity during the February Revolution of 1917 thus contrasts greatly with 
earlier periods of unrest such as 1905. Indeed, it was more in the minds of Riga’s 
Germans that comparisons were made between the mood of 1917 and 1905 in Riga. 
Eye-witness reports in the Latvian press, on the other hand, emphasized the diff erences 
between the two revolutionary periods: While the 1905 Revolution and the outbreak 
of war in 1914 were both characterized by strong anti-German agitation among the 
Latvian population, by the time the February Revolution hit, the Balts had all but dis-
appeared off  the Latvian radar screen, at least for the political classes.53 The Latvian 

48 Ģērmanis, pp. 18-19.
49 E , 1917 Revolution, p. 10.
50 E , Causes p. 275.
51 Ibidem, pp. 275-276; H , Letten und Deutsche, p. 263.
52 Ģērmanis, p. 4; H , Letten und Deutsche, p. 260.
53 E , Causes, pp. 271-272 mentions the irrelevance of the Germans to the Latvians in 

1917. The Germans, however, were hearing talk on the street about anti-German pogroms 
and certainly felt threatened. In any case, during and after the coming occupation the Ger-
mans would again be of central importance to Latvian political reality.
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Social Democrats had reoriented their programs more directly to social concerns while 
Latvian liberals were more worried about Bolsheviks than German “barons.” Further-
more, destruction of property was largely absent in 1917. In the countryside, large land 
holdings were not burned down, but taken over. In addition, the attacks on the church 
so characteristic of 1905 rarely took place in 1917.54 All of these factors were the result 
of he weakened position of the Baltic Germans since 1914. The period of crude revenge 
was ostensibly over and the Latvians had other concerns. 

Another diff erence between the two periods was what Ezergailis  has called the 
under development of Latvian political parties during the 1905 Revolution, when polit-
ical groupings were still new. Only one Latvian party, the LSD, was strong enough to 
survive the interim years at all. The year 1917, in contrast, would be the year of Latvian 
political parties, especially the Bolshevik wing of the Latvian Social Democrats. But 
one could also point out that several of the political groupings that emerged in 1905 
would in fact reappear in 1917—with some of the same leadership. The 1917 Revolu-
tion also reinforced one of the major eff ects that the war had had on Latvian life: the 
radicalization and corresponding division of Latvian opinion.55 That very radicalization 
and division would in fact bring back the violence of 1905 again in 1919.

Following the immediate reactions, the February Revolution did, however, also dis-
play some parallels to the 1905 experience, and it seems highly likely that some of what 
happened refl ected the earlier revolutionary period and drew on those experi ences. 
Once started, the organizational activity unleashed by the revolution in the spring of 
1917 did not abate, even during the German occupation. This included large-scale pro-
test and collective action for economic betterment, the creation of new political bodies, 
the creation of a myriad of smaller organizations such as local cooperatives, and the 
creation or reinvigoration of national organizations as well. In 1905, there had been 
the fi rst ever meeting of local Latvian politicians when nine hundred local (pagasts) 
representatives met in Riga, and the fi rst ever congress of Latvian school teachers.56 
In 1917, shortly before the German occupation, another nation-wide Latvian teachers’ 
congress took place. Latvian political life in Riga expressed itself in the creation of new 
political parties and professional organizations. Factories and workshops, military units 
and other organizations also began to choose delegates to that typically revolutionary 
form of government, the “council” or “soviet,” creating centers of power which soon 
became at least as powerful as the local bodies representing the Provisional Govern-
ment in Petrograd.57

When the war broke out, the only Latvian political party in existence was the Lat vian 
Social Democratic Party (LSD), and it was operating only illegally. The vast major-
ity of Latvians were simply not organized for political goals. Earlier political parties, 
which had emerged during the 1905 Revolution or over the course of various Duma 
and regional election campaigns, ended up as short-term electoral alliances without any 

54 Ibidem.
55 Ibidem; H , Letten und Deutsche, pp. 262 and 268.
56 On these meetings, see P , Latvians, pp. 104-107.
57 E , 1917 Revolution, p. 20.
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real party structure.58 The LSD had played an important role in Latvian political life in 
the years before and would be one of the major forces shaping the Latvian experience 
of war from 1914 to 1920. It both contributed to the divisions within Latvian society, 
which were exacerbated by the confl ict, and played a major role in formulating and 
carrying out policies which had a broad base of support throughout the Latvian political 
spectrum. In addition, the internal divisions within the party refl ected the ambivalence 
of Latvia’s relationship with Russia. The LSD was a major player in the wartime arena 
of Latvian national life.

The LSD emerged out of the so-called “new stream” of Latvian political thought 
before the turn of the century. Some Latvian intellectuals turned to a social, class orien-
tation in place of a strictly nationalist perspective. It was, at the same time, the only 
ideology that could be called Latvian. The result was that those who fi rst formulated a 
program of cultural autonomy, and later national and political autonomy, for the Lat-
vians were people who to some extent denied that the Latvians as a “nation” had any 
common interests—prominent LSD members living in western European exile around 
1900.59 The LSD had been formally founded in 1904, but exploded onto the scene in 
1905. That revolution forged not only the LSD, but also much of the Latvian mindset 
that they would take into the trenches and barricades of 1914-1920. Ideologically, the 
Latvians entered the 1905 Revolution as a class, not a people but ended up fi ghting for 
both class and nation during the war period.60

The LSD survived the intervening years from 1905 to 1917 underground. Although 
organizationally weakened by mass arrests in the wake of the 1905 Revolution, it re-
mained well-known and popular while helping to keep the revolutionary traditions and 
hope for revenge alive among the Latvian population.61 The period up to its legalization 
in 1917 cannot be dealt with in detail here, but a few points which are important for the 
war years can be mentioned. 

It is disputed whether or not the “bolshevization” of the party should be dated to the 
prewar period or to 1917. The dispute refl ects the confusion that results when terminol-
ogy from the Russian party is transferred to the Latvian situation. The split between the 
Bolshevisks—generally more radical and centralized—and the Mensheviks—gener-
ally more social democratic and gradualist—refers to division within the Russian party. 
The labels went back to 1903 when those who sided with Lenin  were temporarily in the 
majority and were hence called the “Bolsheviks,” a Russian word implying “majority,” 
but often rendered “maximalist” to refl ect their more radical line. In some sense, the 
Latvian section of the party always had been Bolshevik, or dominated by Bolshevik 
ideas. For one thing, the party remained formally united until 1918. There was no for-
mal Menshevik faction—in 1913 those who claimed to be Mensheviks were only 13.5 
percent of the membership62—and what other groupings there were within the party 
were all left of the social democratic center. The cracks that emerged during the period 

58 Ģērmanis, p. 5; H .
59 Ģērmanis, p. 2; H , Letten und Deutsche, p. 260.
60 P , Latvians, pp. 104-107.
61 E , Causes, pp. 277-278; Ģērmanis, p. 5.
62 Z , p. 263.
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did not initially result in a formal rift and the Bolsheviks had already managed to inherit 
the whole party apparatus, intact, when the split fi nally came.63 Andrew Ezergailis , the 
most prolifi c student of LSD history in this period, attributes that to what he calls a “fe-
tish of unity” within the party leadership—an attitude which could also be considered 
typically Bolshevik.64

Ezergailis  has also pointed out that the literature of the period, especially that of 
popular authors of LSD persuasion such as Jānis Rainis , Andrejs Upīts  and Arveds 
 Švabe , showed themes which refl ected an affi  nity with a Bolshevik world view. For 
one, their writing dealt with themes of vengeance, and Ezergailis  argues that it was 
much more a sense of vengeance than a subtle understanding of party programs which 
decided political loyalties during the period. Indeed, few people understood the theoret-
ical LSD program at all.65 Their writing also showed apocalyptic vision, a theme which 
harmonized well with Bolshevik revolutionary radicalism. In this sense, the writing of 
Rainis  and Upīts  takes on an almost religious fl avor. Finally, these writers, especially 
Švabe , portray a very negative view of the Latvian peasantary—comparable to the 
ideological ambivalence of Russian Bolsheviks about the peasant class.66

The Latvian Bolsheviks, who had formally merged with the Russian party organi-
zation at a conference in January of 1914, began their move to take over the Latvian 
Social Democratic Party after the war broke out.67 The Riga committee, for example, 
began to purge the party of Mensheviks on charges of “defencism” or favoring the war. 
The evacuation, which dispersed the party all over the empire, somewhat disrupted 
the process initially. The dispersal of the party within Russia was, however, later to be 
a contributing factor in the Latvian Bolshevik takeover of the party organization and 
press resources.68 The Bolshevik-Menshevik fault line had been only vaguely defi ned 
within the Latvian organization. By sending the party physically into Russia and thus 
promoting greater contact with Russian party members, the fault line was sharpened. 

63 Ibidem; E , Causes, pp. 277-278.
64 E , 1917 Revolution, pp. 24-25.
65 E , Causes, pp. 277-286.
66 See E , Causes, pp. 277-286, for a more detailed discussion of Latvian prewar lit-

erature and its relationship to a “Bolshevik” mindset. In E , 1917 Revolution, pp. 
24-26, he argues that, in general, the party suff ered from a lack of theoretical originality and 
from ideological vagueness, which made it hard to divide the party into ideological groups. 
The disputes within the party tended to be of purely tactical nature. The party managed to 
reconcile diff erences on questions such as illegal and legal work and on the question which 
tore the Russian party apart—whether the party should be a mass organization or a revo-
lutionary “order.” With a nationally and otherwise homogeneous membership such as the 
Latvian Social Democrats represented, such questions were easier to manage, even if the 
membership numbers were at times higher than those of the Russian party. At the fourth 
congress of the party in 1913, the Bolsheviks managed to take over the party apparatus and 
its press organs. The formal split did not come until 1917, however.

67 E , 1917 Revolution, pp. 27 ff .
68 Ibidem.
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Both factions were strengthened as they coalesced around allies within the more polar-
ized Russian party.69

By 1917, the Bolshevik faction had control, or at least parity, in every facet of the 
Riga party organization of the LSD. The biggest barrier to their infl uence spreading fur-
ther was not the Provisional Government, which had little authority and little to off er in 
the way of civilian control, but the Twelfth Army “Iskosol,” the Executive Committee 
of the Soldiers’ Council This was still under control of a Menshevik majority and acted 
as a restraint on Bolshevik policy.70

Social Democratic opposition to the war made it more compatible with Bolshevik 
policy than it otherwise might have been. The anti-war stance made it unique in the 
spectrum of Latvian political opinion. In this regard, maintaining strict internationalism 
and refusing to follow the “nation” into the confl agration, the Latvian party followed 
the Russian and not the western pattern of social democracy, but this put the party at 
odds with a large segment of the Latvian population.71

By the time of the Riga city elections in August of 1917, the Latvians had several 
political parties in addition to the Latvian Social Democratic Party. They included four 
“bourgeois” or liberal parties, a “reactionary” People’s Party, and some small groups 
making up a “Socialist Bloc.”72

The Latvian bourgeoisie had no political representation before the revolution unless 
the aforementioned refugee work is considered. The fi rst nascent parties were formed 
toward the end of March 1917. The largest by election time was the Radical Dem ocratic 
Party with its newspaper Jaunais Vards (The New Word). The Republican Party under 
the young jurists Ķempelis and Zēbergs was very small.73 The National Democratic 
Party (NDP) held its fi rst conference in June of 1917 in Moscow. In July, the executive 
committee (G. Ikuroltis , E. Ernests Blanks , First Lieutenant S. Staprans —one of sev-
eral Latvian rifl emen in the committee—and others) moved to Latvia and, in Wenden 
(Cēsis), set up the newspaper Brīva Latvija (Free Latvia).74 Under the leadership of 
Blanks , the NDP went further than other Latvian organizations in calling for indepen-
dence, even while it was still operating mainly in Moscow. While none of the other 
bourgeois parties were demanding that Latvia leave Russia entirely, at least not yet, the 
NDP demanded that Latvia use its own language, have its own courts, its own national 
army, administration, and even social security system. It also demanded the dissolution 
of feudal estate titles.75 It was very critical of Bolshevik “utopias” and equated the So-

69 Ibidem, pp. 38.
70 E , Bolshevik Year, p. 659.
71 E , 1917 Revolution, p. 32.
72 See K , Kampf, pp. 103-105; E , Esejas, p. 15 gives a detailed account of all 

the parties.
73 Ģērmanis, p. 21. There was also a Latvian centrist party in Petrograd around the newspaper 

Jauna Dienas Lapa (New Day’s Gazette). In 1922, the Centrists merged with the Radical 
Democrats and other liberal groups to form the Democratic Center in the Latvian parliament. 
K , Kampf, p. 104.

74 Ģērmanis, p. 23.
75 Ibidem, p. 22.
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cial Democrats with the Russian Constitutional Democrats, the “kadets,” on this issue, 
because both were in favor of a large, centralized Russian state. The national democrat 
Upīts  put it this way: A Latvian state—not just an autonomous body within Russia—
was necessary to protect Latvians. The Latvians had spent too much blood in their 
idealism for causes foreign to them. They had been exploited and abused by others.76

In addtion, the Farmers League of Latvia (or LZS, Latvijas Zemnieku Savieniba) 
was founded in Valk on 29 April (12 May) 1917 under the leadership of future president 
Kārlis Ulmanis , Z. Meierovics , and M. Valters , a former Social Democrat. They also 
started a party newspaper, Lidums (The Clearing). It later became the largest Latvian 
bourgeois party.77 On the far right, there was the People’s Party under the leadership 
of Frīdrihs or Friedrichs Veinbergs , known among many Latvians as “Black Fritz” be-
cause of his cooperation with Germans. This party was also very small. There were 
several small socialist groups which combined to form the Socialist Bloc to contest the 
Riga city elections in the summer of 1917. One was the Revolutionary Socialist Party, 
which had split off  from the Latvian Social Democratic Party before 1905. They com-
bined with Mensheviks who were disenchanted with the LSD. The Bloc diff ered with 
the LSD primarily on the question of cooperating with the Provisional Government. 
They hoped to win the votes of the Iskosol and the Twelfth Army.78

Thus, Latvian political life was both ideologically and geographically fragmented 
and shifting in a militarily and politically precarious situation. Some degree of unity 
was eventually reached, centered on a coalition of moderates from the left and the 
right, moderate socialists willing to compromise on radical reformation of society and 
liberal nationalists willing to reach out to both the left and the German minority. This 
resolution came about only after further upheavals, however, as the trauma of occu-
pation and civil war was added to the trauma of mass exile, further dividing Latvian 
wartime experience into competing narratives. The compromise that would found the 
new state and carry the country into the interwar years was fi nally forged during the 
further  trauma of German occupation and on the ideological and military battlefi elds in 
and around the city in 1919.

Occupation

German accounts diff er as to how the Latvian population in Riga received the German 
army. Clearly, they were not as jubilant as the German population by any account. In 
some cases, they appear to have been sincerely happy to see the fi ghting for the city 
end.79 In others, they cheered the arrival of the Germans just as loudly and fervently as 
the Baltic Germans, even trying to out-cheer the latter. One German witness was con-
vinced that the Latvians only feigned their joy in order to ingratiate themselves with 
the conquerors, something in keeping with the German topos of the “wavering Latvian” 

76 Ibidem, pp. 33-34.
77 Ibidem, p. 22.
78 K , Kampf, p. 103.
79 M , p. 15. 



247

(“wankelmütiger Lette”).80 Some accounts do not mention the Latvians at all, either 
considering them irrelevant or choosing not to address the obviously awkward issue.81

The Latvian newspaper of the occupation period, Rigas Latviešu Avīze, under the 
direction of the conservative Frīdrihs Veinbergs (head of the Latvian pro-German 
People's Party in the recent election) and Andrejs Krastkalns (the governor of Livonia 
and vice mayor of Riga under the Provisional Government), tried to put the conquest 
of the city by the German army into a positive light. The reports on the mood in Riga 
during the July 1918 visit of the German supreme commander of the Eastern Front, 
Prince Leopold of Bavaria, give the impression that the Germans were well established 
in the city and even the Latvians had come to accept German rule:

[At the time of his fi rst visit] the population of the conquered city could only 
see in him the foreign conqueror on whose decisions their fate could depend in 
every way. There was no closer relationship and there could not have been. The 
current situation is diff erent. The former ties to Russia are broken and the rela-
tionship between the conqueror, Germany, and the conquered city of Riga have 
become closer. The latter has sought protection from Germany and has received a 
favorable promise for the future. Offi  cial frostiness has given way to a friendlier 
behavior on both sides. And when His Royal Majesty appears here in Riga as the 
supreme commander of the German forces, the population no longer sees him as 
a foreign conqueror, but as a defender, as the representative of a friendly power. 
They can, with confi dence, express warmer feelings, convinced that they can 
expect nothing hostile from him.

You could tell that the Latvians in Riga were under such an impression by the 
warm reception given to Prince Leopold when he came to Riga for the second 
time yesterday. Buildings and streets were decorated with fl ags and the prince 
was accompanied by enthusiastic greetings wherever he appeared. [...] By also 
sending our greetings to Riga’s distinguished visitor we express our hope that His 
Royal Majesty will have gotten a pleasant impression from here.82

A few months later, after a year of German occupation, the same paper noted, that 
“all honest and peaceful residents were greatly relieved.”83 The Germans had come 
as liberators and stopped the spread of Bolshevism, bringing an end to an era that had 
begun in 1710, when Peter the Great had conquered the area for Russia, while Latvia’s 
"gaze now turns back from the East to the West." Appealing to their fellow Latvians, in 
a passage probably also intended to come to the attention of German readers as well, 

80 H , p. 61.
81 P , for example, simply does not address the nationality question in his account of 
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82 Auszüge aus der baltischen Presse 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/96, p. 14, a German rendering of 

an article in Latvian in Baltijas Ziņas, 7 July 1918. The German can be found at the back of 
this volume. See “A second royal visit in 1918.”

83 Original quotation: “Allen ehrlichen und friedlichen Einwohnern fi el es wie ein Alb von der 
Brust.”
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the editors indirectly addressed the German stereotype of the "wavering Lat vian." They 
argued that one could not expect the Latvians to forget their past, to forget how they 
were so enthusiastic for war in the early years of the conflict, how they had formed 
the rifleman units. Nor could they be expected to now cheer for the collapse of Rus-
sia. Thus, the editors claimed, it was a sign of a good character that their minds did 
not change so quickly—a trait which would make them more reliable for the new re-
gime.84 The conservative paper interpreted the revolution as the Germans saw it, as a 
collapse of government and discipline. It noted also, however, that the revolution had 
“broken the moral bands which tied the Latvians to Russia,” while the entry of German 
troops into Riga had broken all relations with Russia. New feelings and sympathies and 
new political goals were now materializing. The divisions which still split the hearts 
of all Latvians would eventually disappear, the paper claimed, and soon all would be 
happy about the new era.85 It is not known how Latvians reacted to reading such an in-
terpretation in the newspaper, but on the streets of Riga, Latvians were quick to engage 
and confront German occupation policy in both the political and cultural spheres.

Cultural Life 

The war also changed the cultural landscape of the city for the Latvians and pres-
ented both challenges to and opportunities for their national and cultural ambitions. 
The occupation of the city’s main theater buildings was one of the central questions for 
all three major nationalities. The theater question is an example of russifi cation at the 
beginning of the war and shows the ambiguous situation that the Latvian population 
found itself in, even while siding with the Russians. It also shows that the loss of the 
city to the Germans was not an unmitigated catastrophe for Latvians. The educational 
issue is similarly ambiguous. We see the Latvians confronted with the changing man-
dates of the various regimes while struggling to use any and all opportunities to assert 
their cultural autonomy.

Before the outbreak of the war, there were three major theaters in the city. The First 
City Theater was maintained by the Large Guild for German plays. The Second City 
Theater was provided by its own membership for Russian plays. Both were large, per-
manent stone structures. The third theater was the Provisional Latvian Theater on Push-
kin Street. The latter was a wooden building built in 1908 with seats for about nine hun-
dred people by the Riga Latvian Association. It was intended to serve until funds could 
be raised for a permanent Latvian theater. Before the war, fi ve hundred thousand rubles 
were already available, but the confl ict prevented the beginning of construction.86

While the German theaters had been shut down quickly and German public cultural 
life stifl ed as a matter of policy by the spring of 1915, the Latvians fared better and po-
litical problems arose in the performing arts only later. Trouble began in September of 
1916 when the Provisional Latvian Theater was inspected on orders of the police chief 

84 Auszüge aus der baltischen Presse, 10 September 1918, citing Rīgas Latviešu Avīze, 2 Sep-
tember 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/96.

85 Ibidem.
86 LVVA 3/4/345.
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and several safety violations were identifi ed. The theater was now considered a fi re 
hazard. Veinbergs , the chairman of the theater commission of the Riga Latvian Associ-
ation, protested that no previous inspection had ever seen any danger in the situation. 
He promised to fi x the problems and post a special fi re detail at every performance. He 
pointed out that if the theater were to be closed, Latvian actors would be faced with un-
employment. No other space was available since the main building of the Riga Latvian 
Association had been taken over by a military hospital in October of 1914 and the two 
main theaters in town were being used by Russian groups. Although another inspection 
in early December determined that the theater was safe, Felichkin , the police chief, still 
objected. The Latvians now felt insulted, Veinbergs  wrote.87

The Riga Latvian Association then turned to the governor. While the Russian theater 
groups had granted the Latvians permission to use the Second City Theater for two 
performances in December of 1916, payment was required. The costs of heating for re-
hearsals in the old building and for moving sets and equipment back and forth were also 
prohibitive. A further appeal went all the way to the minister of interior.88 In February 
of 1917, a commission appointed by the governor, made up solely of Russians, decided 
to inspect the Latvian theater again. The Russian theater had by now applied to the city 
council for formal ownership of the First City Theater. The commission decided that 
the First Theater must remain Russian. The Second Theater—here the commission was 
split—should either be Latvian or neutral, with even the army high command support-
ing the idea of giving the building over to Latvian use.89 The commission was expanded 
to include technical personnel from the Twelfth Army and approved the reopening of 
the wooden building with some technical restrictions and prohibiting the use of the 540 
seats in the gallery.90 The theater returned to operation and remained active through the 
spring.91 After the February Revolution, a “Riga Latvian Workers’ Theater” was created 
by various unions, cultural, and educational societies and the workers’ and soldiers’ 
councils. It moved into the Second City Theater and began preparing for its fi rst season 
in the fall, but the German occupation prevented that from ever happening.92

The German occupation was harsher on the Russians than on the Latvians. While 
Russian churches and theaters were taken over and Germanized, the Latvians were 
allowed a theater. Despite the political intrigues, battles, and disappointments and 
despite the oppressive economic hardship of the German occupation period, the new 
regime did not completely squash Latvian cultural life. While the Germans obviously 
reoccupied the First City Theater and initially prohibited any second theater opening 

87 LVVA 3/4/345, pp. 8-9 and 14. Another fi le mentions Latvian plays being performed in 
the Thorensberg (Pardaugava) Latvian Charitable Society, but that was presumably a much 
smaller venue. LVVA 3/4/343.

88 LVVA 3/4/345, pp. 16 and 19-21.
89 Ibidem, pp. 26 and 30.
90 Ibidem, pp. 37-38.
91 LVVA 51/1/13257 lists the theaters in Riga as of June 1917.
92 B , Šķiro un politisko grupējumu cīņa, p. 65.
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anywhere in the city, rejecting the request of the Latvian theater group to reopen, they 
did off er to consider hiring some Latvian actors.93 

In October of 1917, the Riga Latvian Association which sponsored the theater was 
allowed to reopen. The main leaders were F. Veinbergs  (“Black Fritz”) and recent mayor 
A. Krastkalns.  Both politicians represented continuity. Although Veinbergs was unpop-
ular with the majority of the Latvian population, he did represent some elite interests 
and had been involved in Latvian politics for many years. Krastkalns h ad been acting 
mayor of the city following the banishment of the German mayor Bulmerincq  to Sibe-
ria in 1915. He represented that part of the Latvian elite considered acceptable to both 
Russian and Reich German power. In the spring of 1918, the Association was given 
use of the Second City Theater under material conditions very similar to those enjoyed 
by the German theater, in that the city would cover the cost of utilities. Political con-
ditions were imposed, however, insisting that the Club “runs the theater in a dignifi ed 
manner commensurate with the higher ideals of art.”94 Since October, all non-German 
theater performances were to be attended by someone in command of the language 
who would report any attacks on the German Reich.95 In October of 1918, before the 
collapse of German power, the Latvian Opera which had closed in 1915 was reopened. 
The Latvian press noted that opening with the piece “The Flying Dutchman” was sym-
bolic of the Latvian experience: the experience of travel and exile, the longing for home 
and “redemption from the curse of foreign lands.” The Latviešu Avīze newspaper noted 
that Latvian opera had recovered faster than had been expected. While there was some 
dissatisfaction with still not having a venue big enough, at least, it went on, the days 
were over when they had to move around from one small club to another. The public, it 
reported, was very excited and threw fl owers even during the performance.96

The theater question at the beginning of the war is somewhat diffi  cult to interpret 
because the motivations are not always clear. The Russian insistence on a position of 
cultural dominance is not surprising—every regime used its power to place its nation or 
class constituency at the top in the city’s cultural and political hierarchy. But the main 
obstacle to the operation of the Latvian theater, police chief Felichkin , does not mention 
the Latvian theater in his memoirs—indeed, he hardly mentions Latvians at all. He and 
the commission that closed the theater for safety reasons could well have been acting 
in good faith—a conclusion made more plausible by the later support for the Latvian 
theater among Russian offi  cials, including the army. The Latvians were understand-
ably sensitive about a threat to their cultural institutions. The February Revolution had 
liberalized and democratized the situation appreciably and thereby opened up more 
opportunities for Latvians, but had hardly gotten off  the ground before the Germans 
came. Even that was not a major setback, though, as the Latvian theater was operating 
under similar conditions, albeit with some censorhip, a few months later. The war had 

93 LVVA 2724/4/278, pp. 1-2.
94 LVVA 2724/4/277, p. 2.
95 LVVA 2724/4/275, p. 3.
96 Auszüge aus der baltischen Presse No. 27, 1918 citing Baltijas Ziņas and Rīgas Latviešu 
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moved the Latvian theater from a provisional wooden theater into a major downtown 
theater building. 

Latvian eff orts to save or create their own cultural institutions also extended to 
eduation. Before the war, Riga had been home to a wide variety of public and private 
schools. The better-off  segments of the population, the children of the political, indus-
trial, and merchant classes, were always expected to have appropriate educational op-
portunities. Unlike many cities of the Russian interior, however, Riga also had a large 
population of urban proletariat which highly valued literacy and education: namely, the 
Latvians. For decades, the Latvians (and Estonians) had been among the most literate 
nationalities in the world. They were certainly among the most literate in the Russian 
Empire. Latvians, even the Latvian working class, wanted their children in school.97

The school laws which followed the Revolution of 1905—in May of 1906 and July 
of 1914—allowed for private schools with instruction in languages other than Russian. 
These schools were denied state support, but did reasonably well among wealthy or 
committed non-Russian populations.98 In Riga, it had primarily been the Germans who 
took advantage of that policy. But schools are a sensitive area for any nationality and it 
was no diff erent for the Latvians. Wartime brought with it the opportunity for greater 
freedoms. While German schools were being prohibited and suppressed, the Latvians 
fought for and gained more liberal school regulations, using the crisis brought on by the 
war to combat and partially reverse russifi cation.99 While the war meant that German 
schools lost all advantages they had gained after 1905, the Latvian schools actually 
expanded the use of Latvian.

As early as 1916, before the liberalizing winds of the February Revolution had 
blown through the city, the Latvian Education Association (Latviešu Izglitības Biedrība 
or LIB) had managed to get permission to introduce its own Latvian language and Lat-
vian history classes, including the use of Latvian textbooks and Latvian as a language 
of instruction in the lower classes of its own schools. It ran three schools and supported 
the higher Realschule of the Börsenkomitee as well as twenty-fi ve private individuals 
who were off ering instruction to school-age children.100

After the outbreak of the war, the LIB wanted to have the law changed so that 
they could open up publicly funded schools. They wanted Duma member O. Šulme to 
move to allow Latvian as a language of instruction in Latvian popular schools, primary 
schools, and private middle schools in addition to the private elementary schools al-
ready teaching in Latvian. After the German advances of early 1915, they could point to 
some public schools in enemy-occupied Courland in which Latvian was already being 
used as the language of instruction. 

97 Latvians, even the peasantry, have had very high literacy rates since the 18th century and more 
than three times as high as among Russians in the late 19th century. It started for religious 
reasons, but later also refl ected “the infl uence of parents and grandparents who had earlier 
recognized the connection between literacy and socio-economic improvement.” P , 
Latvians, pp. 68 and 95.

98 V , p. 7.
99 L , pp. 196-197.
100 S , pp. 17-18.
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The evacuation of 1915 had actually laid some of the groundwork for the Latvians 
by clearing the old system out, most of the schools having been evacuated to Dorpat. 
Local initiatives appeared which helped mitigate the lack of schools in the city after 
the evacuation. The LIB managed to open two middle schools in Riga in February of 
1916.101 The Society also moved to change the curriculum in the schools being attended 
by Latvian children. It advocated nationalizing and localizing the curriculum, teaching 
children about their own local history and people fi rst, and putting less emphasis on im-
perial and Russian history. Textbooks were being rewritten for all subjects and debates 
and discussions involving parents, teachers, and even journalists were initiated.102

But the LIB succeeded mainly in regaining some of what had been interrupted by 
the chaos of the war. The city reopened four of its primary schools in 1916-1917 and, 
in the fall of 1916, the military administration allowed the opening of seven primary 
schools. During this period, several private middle schools were also opened.103 Plans 
to introduce Latvian as the language of instruction in public schools were not accept-
able to the head of the Riga curatorium, A. I. Shcherbakov , who argued that teaching 
only in Latvian was not in accordance with applicable laws and that middle schools 
were a “luxury” anyway. The Latvians would have to be content with state supported 
Latvian instruction only through grade three. The LIB even appealed to the ministry of 
education, but to no avail.104

But with the help of the Tatiana Committee, an empire-wide wartime aid organi-
zation, the LIB did manage to set up a new Realschule for boys and a Gymnasium for 
girls in the rooms of the former A. Kenina School, the fi rst middle school ever with 
Latvian as the primary language of instruction. The Ministry of Education approved 
the school in May of 1916, but would not recognize the diploma granted for entry 
into  higher education. The more serious problem was the day-to-day organization and 
running of the school under wartime conditions with no curricular material already 
available for higher classes in Latvian. The Teachers’ Association made appeals to the 
educated community for help, but with little success.105

Wartime diffi  culties were typical for all the schools in Riga at this time. There were 
few teachers available in the city; parents were at war or working long hours. Many 
children ended up roaming the streets unattended, which led to increases in youth 
 alcoholism and crime. Some children are reported to have died in the drainage system 
of the brewery.106

101 V , p. 6. The text points out that “later” (no specifi c date is given), these schools were at 
the center of eff orts to create Latvian national middle schools.

102 S , pp. 6-7. This program of nationalizing education went under the name of “Lat-
viešu jaunatnes nacionala audzīšana” or “The national education of Latvian youth,“ whereby 
the word for education is broader than in English, implying also rearing or raising.

103 V , pp. 7-8. The Peters Kroegers Womens’ School opened in January of 1916, the V. Olavs 
Commerce School in September, the Bekers Women’s Gymnasium and several others. 

104 V , pp. 8-9.
105 S , p. 114.
106 Ibidem, p. 115.
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The Revolution of February 1917, a catalyst for public life in general, soon un-
leashed public activity in the sphere of education. The Council of Organizations, one of 
the several bodies competing for administrative power in the city at the time, set up a 
Department of Schools while another claimant, the Riga Council of Workers’ Deputies, 
created a School Section for its work which supported the exemption of teachers from 
the draft, called for instruction in each child’s native language and the democratization 
of the school system. That meant that the administration of the school would be handed 
over to a body of representatives of both school staff  and parents. Every school was to 
have a parents’ committee. Parents’ meetings were organized as well.107 These organi-
zations were confronted not only with the hardships of war which had plagued school 
administration especially since 1915, they also faced self-imposed ideological imper-
atives. The Council of Workers’ Deputies School Section sought to fi nd and organize 
teachers, to organize teachers and pupils for their policy of democratizing education, 
and to restart schooling under revolutionary conditions. Their policies found more reso-
nance among the Riga population than the more conservative policies of the Council of 
Organizations. Soon, teachers’ meetings were taking place and initiatives got underway 
to exempt teachers from the draft and have those already serving at the front returned to 
the classroom. Meanwhile, the policies of the Provisional Government and the offi  cial 
Riga school administration did not change.108

On 4 April 1917, only a few weeks after the news of the revolution reached Riga, a 
general congress of Latvian teachers took place in the city,109 echoing a similar meeting 
that had taken place in the fall of 1905. The meeting was attended not only by teachers 
still in Riga, but also by representatives of evacuees who had formed a teachers’ collec-
tive in Moscow and from the Petrograd Latvian Pedagogical Society. There were some 
harsh oratory disputes, typical for the time, between conservative and revolutionary 
factions, but the meeting did agree to further democratize the schools, introduce Lat-
vian instruction, and dismiss tsarist civil servants. They passed a resolution to remove 
those offi  cials who were considered responsible for the earlier russifi cation measures, 
to dissolve the tsarist school administration and replace it with a collective, and to elect 
a school council for every school to include parents, teachers, school doctors and repre-
sentatives of city self-administration.110 It is against this background of greater freedom 
and leeway in school policy that the eff ect of the German school policy on Latvians 
should be understood. 

After the city fell to the Germans in September of 1917, the schools were closed for 
several weeks while the administration of the city was reorganized. In Dorpat, which 
is where most educators had been since the evacuation, K. Dēkens had been elected 
as the Livonian representative for teachers in the provisional Soviet in June of 1917. 
When the Germans entered Riga, he requested permission to reopen the schools in 
mid-September with enough classrooms to service all children aged nine to thirteen, 

107 Ibidem, p. 115-116. At the same time, further back from the front in Valmiera, the Livonian 
Provisional Land Council also set up a school department in April of 1917.

108 Ibidem.
109 Ibidem, p. 116. Romanov Street 25, close to down town.
110 Ibidem.
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create a new school administration with teacher representation, and have all teaching 
done in the native language of the children. However, these attempts to save what could 
be saved of Latvian progress in the schools since 1916 were ignored.111

The reopening of Riga’s schools on 1 October 1917 was announced only two days 
in advance and was subject to several restrictions. Personnel could only resume teach-
ing with the permission of the city administration. Formerly state-run schools were now 
reopened as city-run schools. Private schools had to adjust their programs and curricu-
lum to match the public school model.112

The German takeover threatened to reverse the recent gains Latvians had made 
under the Russians. Under the Germans, the LIB used all the leeway it could fi nd in the 
new German school regulations, keeping Latvian as the language of instruction (they 
were only required to teach in German if they took public money or admitted German 
children).113

A memorandum of the LIB to the school administration of the Gouvernement Riga 
was quite bold, pointing out several problems. These included the imbalance of Lat-
vian to German schools, the comparatively illiberal policy of the Germans compared 
to what the Russians had allowed in terms of language, and the need for more middle 
schools for Latvians, considering the growing number of Latvian students in Russian, 
German, and French universities. They also noted the unanimous consensus among 
Latvians across the political spectrum on the need for more Latvian schools, especially 
in predominantly Latvian parts of the city. Latvian parallel classes in German schools 
were not enough. They insisted that their private schools would phase out Russian 
where it was still in use and use Latvian exclusively. These were, the memorandum 
said, cultural not political demands. The protection of their language was considered a 
“holy duty” and was not an obstacle to learning another language. The russifi cation had 
caused animosity and the German policy would be considered an “insulting setback” 
(kränkende Zurücksetzung). It was signed by representatives of the Latvian Education 
Society, the Literature and Art Club, the Latvian Teachers’ Association, the Latvian 
Farmers’ Union (led by future prime minister Kārlis Ulmanis ), the Latvian Association 
and the Riga Societal Organizations.114 This bold petition by a broad, Latvian coalition, 
albeit mostly “bourgeois” and liberal in its color, was not only a refl ection of assertive-
ness on national and educational policy in the face of a German military administration 
which was cracking down on Latvian national aspirations. It also demonstrated a high 
degree of Latvian organizational coherence despite the occupation measures. The peti-
tion was ignored, however.

In the fall of 1917, fi ve boys’ and fi ve girls’ schools opened in Riga, some sharing 
the same buildings, girls in the morning and boys in the afternoon. German was the 
offi  cial language in all schools, but allowance was made for teaching in Latvian and 
Russian. German was an obligatory subject at all schools, with six hours per week for 

111 V , p. 37-38. 
112 Ibidem, p. 13; S , p. 116.
113 V , p. 18.
114 The petition is reprinted in full in the original German in S , pp. 81-84.
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fi rst grade and eleven hours per week required starting in the second grade.115 At the 
beginning of 1918, 15 public schools with 142 classes and 118 teachers were opened. 
Attendance was not made obligatory. Latvians made up a plurality of the pupils with 
1594 enrolled (1192 Germans, 917 Poles, 343 Russians and 140 others). Several higher 
schools also opened the fi rst fall of German occupation with municipal funding: the 
Classical Gymnasium, the Oberrealschule, the Lyceum and Ober-Lyceum and the city 
girls’ school. All were required to teach in German and imbue the students with the 
“German spirit.” By 1918, there were 1134 students enrolled in these institutions, al-
most a thousand of them German.116 

In June of 1918, new instructions were issued requiring a gradual move toward uni-
versal instruction in German in the public schools and the eventual use of the Prussian 
curriculum. During the German occupation period, thirty private elementary and twen-
ty-six higher elementary schools were being operated. Two of the commerce schools 
were teaching in Russian. The only middle school in Latvian was the LIB-run one, but 
even there, the textbooks were translations of Prussian books. While the fi rst Polish 
school in Riga had opened in 1906, the fi rst Lithuanian school opened at the Polish 
elementary school only in 1918.117

Under German occupation, the schools were not subordinated to the civil admin-
istration like in German-occupied Polish territories, but stayed under military control. 
Dr. Mackensen , a former Gymnasium director from Berlin and member of the school 
administration in Courland, was put in charge of a staff  of civilian and military ad-
ministrators and remained in that post until November of 1918. He drew on the help 
of locals, especially German pastors, in familiarizing himself with local conditions.118

An inspectorate of schools was set up under the leadership of a local German liaison 
between the administration and the schools themselves to insure that orders were being 
obeyed and that German was being taught, in addition to more prosaic checking on 
teachers’ qualifi cations, school discipline, and other matters. The inspectorate took on 
a policing role which included checking on teachers’ living quarters and doing back-
ground checks on school staff .119 They also enforced the policy of running schools with 
a “German spirit.” This proved most diffi  cult in the private schools, which is probably 
why the Germans were reluctant to approve their opening. In May of 1918, one A. 
Sprīvolis , head of his own school, had agitated against the German government and 
told the pupils that German police were cannibals (Menschenfresser).120

As with the theater question, what the Latvians managed to achieve or save was 
disappointing, but not a complete defeat. Over the long term, combined with a policy 
of colonization, the German measures might have led to a total rollback in Latvian 

115 S , p. 116-117; See also S , p. 13.
116 S , pp. 116-117; See also S , pp. 13 and 33.
117 S , p. 117. After the war, both schools remained together and moved to a new address.
118 Ibidem, p. 116; V , pp. 10-11. The school administration was subordinate to the Sixth 
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language education, but the high level of organization and mobilization of Latvian ac-
tivists, the short duration of German power in the area, and the German focus on direct-
ing resources into German instead of actively preventing Latvian meant that Latvian 
schooling could enter the independence period without starting from scratch.

Communist Resistance 

Meanwhile, a competing narrative of resistance to German occupation was unfolding 
“underground” and in semi-legality among Latvian socialists. When the city fell, the 
central committee of the LSD decided to stay in Riga, where they resolved to continue 
their union agitation and continue publishing the newspaper Cīņa. They apparently as-
sumed that conditions in occupied Riga would be similar to those enjoyed by German 
socialists in Germany.121 The central committee and the Riga committee of the LSD 
both strove to maintain contact with the Independent Social Democratic Party in Ger-
many to stay informed of developments. Toward the end of the occupation period, on 
10 October 1918, they even managed to have a protest read in the German Reichstag. 
They also sought contact with the Spartakusgruppe under Liebknecht  and Luxemburg , 
and the Riga committee even renamed itself the LSD Spartakus Group (“Spartaka” 
grupa) a few months after the fall of the city to the Germans. But no ties with that Ger-
man group were ever formed.122

The move to underground activity led at fi rst to a decline in active party member-
ship. The Riga organization pared itself down from fi ve rayon organizations to two, one 
on each bank of the Düna. They managed to organize a city-wide conference beginning 
in late November 1917, following the Bolshevik takeover on the other side of the front 
in Russia. Three hundred members took part in twenty illegal meetings. They resolved 
to support the Bolshevik uprising in Russia and came out in favor of a united Latvia 
unifi ed with a Soviet Russia, free of German occupation. This move fi nally split the 
LSD into two factions, the more moderate socialists such as Brūno  and Pauls  Kalniņš, 
pitted against the Bolshevik coups and increasingly in favor of complete independence 
from Russia.

Illegal Latvian socialist printing got underway in German-occupied Riga in Novem-
ber of 1917. By the end of the month, the fi rst illegal poster announcements, in German, 
Russian, and Latvian, were hung around town. At the beginning of 1918, three regular 
newspapers went into print.123

By February of 1918 there were 760 members, many of them young people, on the 
Riga party list.124 Reacting to the German and Baltic German calls for annexation, in 
December of 1917, the LSD Spartakus group called for a demonstration against the 
violation of Latvia’s right to self-determination by Germans and “traitors.” “Onto the 

121 B , Okupācijas, p. 97.
122 Ibidem, pp. 97-98. The source is unclear about whether this was before or after the name 
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123 Ibidem, p. 98.
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streets, comrades and citizens!” was the call. But the demonstration was pre empted 
in early January by several hundred arrests, including the capture of most of the cen-
tral committee. The Germans warned of harsh punishments for participation in the 
demonstration. When it did take place, the approximately six thousand participants 
never reached the city center and many were arrested. Two of those taken were shot in 
mid-February, both LSD members since 1905.125

On 3 February 1918 there was another demonstration of workers and their families, 
and, according to Valdis Bērziņš , even some German soldiers, against the widespread 
poverty and the planned annexation of Latvia. The police and the Selbstschutz opened 
fi re, killing three demonstrators and wounding eleven more. Over the following two 
days, some German soldiers were found murdered and a crackdown followed.126 The 
far left of the Latvian political leadership, supported by its active membership and base, 
was clearly against annexation. This is a clear example of how the ethno-national and 
class issues overlapped and were barely distinguishable. 

Part of what might be called the revolutionary Latvian narrative of war experience 
involved continuing economic and revolutionary agitation. This became increasingly 
important as it became more and more clear that the German occupation was weaken-
ing. There were some strikes during the summer and fall of 1918, which, according to 
a Soviet source, made economic demands. In July, a strike in the harbor won an eight-
hour day for about forty workers. Other strikes at large factories failed. Many of the 
strikers were punished by imprisonment.127

The focus of revolutionary work remained political, however. When Germany lost 
the world war and the German occupation army rebelled, setting up soldiers’ councils 
throughout the Baltic, the opportunity for more open political action presented itself 
to the Latvian communists. The LSD organized mass meetings during the second half 
of November to organize the elections of a new city Soviet. The organizational com-
mittee began work on 19 November—the day after the declaration of independence 
by the Latvian “bourgeoisie.” It was soon agreed that one delegate would be sent for 
every fi fty workers.128 It became clear that the communists were not counting on strikes 
and delegations to change things, however, when, meeting in secret, the XVII party 
conference resolved on 18 and 19 November that only armed force would solve the 
question of power in Latvia.129 This was a clear rejection of the Latvian declaration of 
independence as it had been formulated by a broad coalition of Latvians in the Second 
City Theater.

125 Ibidem, p. 98.
126 Ibidem, p. 99.
127 Ibidem, pp. 99-100. Bērziņš claims that punished strikers were sent to “concentration 
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128 Ibidem, p. 101.
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Late in November, even though public gatherings had now been prohibited by a 
declaration signed by Ulmanis , Winnig , and representatives of the German soldiers’ 
council, 237 delegates to the Riga Workers’ Soviet (some of them from the 1917 elec-
tions, others newly elected), met overtly on 1 December. The meeting was broken up 
and arrests made, according to Bērziņš, by police, “barons,” and their “lackeys,” which 
pushed Bolshevik activity underground again. On the tenth, the LSD leadership called 
for an immediate end to the occupation, the dissolution of “white guard” units, the 
liberation of political prisoners, a guarantee of political rights, and an eight-hour work-
day.130

With Latvian territory now subject to invasion by the Red Army and the party con-
ference calling openly for the use of armed force to revolve political disputes, LSD 
Mensheviks, who favored national sovereignty and independence from Russia, now 
felt they could no longer cooperate with the Bolsheviks at all. At the end of November 
they joined the Latvian, Russian, German, Jewish, and Lithuanian “bourgeois” parties 
in the Riga city council.131 The divide between political forces representing the city’s 
Latvians was now complete—a broad coalition from agrarian and liberal to moderate 
socialist, trying to create a state under the collapsing umbrella of German armed power, 
stood opposed to an armed and rebellious communist party which was banking on the 
arrival of the Red Army in Riga. 

As the Red Army approached Riga and it became evident that the city, lacking much 
in the way of signifi cant military defense, would soon fall, and more and more people 
and government offi  ces began to leave, Riga’s Bolsheviks and their active supporters 
were working to deliver the city into the hands of Soviet power by carrying out an 
armed insurrection. While some “bourgeois” sources mention the insurrection in pas-
sing, they tend to focus on the approach of the Red Army and the fear and chaos in the 
city. Armed bands of workers seizing various objects and mutinous Latvian recruits are 
clearly less important in the perception and memory of the non-Bolshevik people of 
Riga. For the details of the insurrection such as it was, we are forced to rely solely on 
Soviet-era accounts.132

During the closing week of November 1918, the central committee of the LSD 
organized a Latvian War Revolutionary Committee, headed by Fricis Šneiders , similar 
to the one the Bolsheviks in Petrograd had formed to orchestrate and lead the insurrec-
tion there in October of 1917. It included J. Mirāms , J. Šilfs-Jaunzems , J. Zirnitis , J. 
Zukovskis  and other prominent Latvian Bolsheviks. The two committees cooperated 
closely and coordinated their eff orts in their plan to seize control of the city at the 
most opportune moment. This involved creating an elaborate underground network of 
armed and trained personnel. The Riga committee organized a medical detachment and 
eighteen small armed bands of twelve to twenty men each and tried to secretly train 
them. When the time came, these units were to seize key locations in the city and hold 

130 Ibidem, p. 101.
131 Ibidem.
132 The following account is based primarily on the memoir of J. M , an active participant 

in the events as a member of the War Revolutionary Committee, M  (the Russian spel-
ling of M ) and B , Okupācijas, a Soviet-era account of wartime Riga.
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them, presumably until relieved by the Red Army or until the planned revolution had 
prevailed.133 Since the Red Army was approaching from the north and east, and ex-
pecting a “White” line of defense to be set up along the Daugava river running through 
the city, about seventy workers were armed on the west bank to potentially undermine 
that position from behind.134 It is unclear to what extent these various units overlapped 
with the workers’ militia that the Bolshevik central offi  ce for unions had been trying to 
organize since November.135

The communist uprising got off  to an uncoordinated and dismal start, however, 
when, during the fi nal days of December, one of the new Latvian companies in Riga re-
fused orders to move to the front and fi ght the approaching Red Army. German soldiers 
surrounded the Latvians in their barracks, and British ships bombarded the rebels. After 
the rebellion was subdued, eleven insurrectionists were executed.136

There were numerous accounts written at various times after the fact but published 
around the fortieth anniversary of the events, during the thaw of the Krushchev years, 
which tell the story of this underground world under German occupation, the armed 
uprising against “bourgeois” power, and the establishment of communist Latvia. Good 
examples are the memoirs of Jānis Mirāms ,137 the woman he married in Riga during 
the brief Bolshevik period in 1919, A. Pesa-Mirāma ,138 and M. Krustinsone .139 Mirāms  
was a member of the Military Revolutionary Committee of the Bolshevik party or-
ganization in Riga and in charge of printing and distributing propaganda during the 
German occupation period. The two women were active communists both during and 
after the German occupation. On the surface, their accounts mirror the Soviet histor-
ical literature on the period. But despite the Soviet-era editing,140 they also match the 
“bourgeois” accounts in some points: the city-wide and sometimes even personal pri-
vations of wartime as well as the frustration with fellow Latvians not engaged in the 
revolutionary cause at a decisive moment in history. They off er a contrast to both the 
German narrative we have explored already and the more liberal or “bourgeois” Lat-
vian accounts we will explore next. 

The core experience in these accounts remains the ongoing revolutionary struggle 
as depicted in the preceding pages. The revolutionary memoir authors give the urban 
landscape and its inhabitants contour by their focus on political struggle: During the 
German occupation, the city is divided into rayons, with emphasis on the outlying 

133 B , Okupācijas, p. 102.
134 Ibidem, p. 103.
135 Ibidem, p. 102. Typical for these kinds of Soviet-era essays, there is little precision with 

regard to what exactly was going on or how relevant these Bolsheviks schemes really were 
in the larger context of local events. It is hard to discern the degree to which these various 
committees and organizations actually really controlled events as they unfolded. 

136 Ibidem, p. 103.
137 M , pp. 30-42, and M .
138 P -M ā , pp. 43-57.
139 K , pp. 341-358.
140 The editor’s foreword to Miram’s memoirs indicates that “material not related to the theme” 

was cut. M , p. 9.
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working-class neighbourhoods, with various cells and committees assigned to various 
regions for purposes of organizing the distribution of revolutionary propaganda and 
arming and training workers for revolt. The revolutionaries have moved underground 
to inhabit a city of safe houses, illegal printing presses, secret meetings, curfews, police 
searches, arrests, and jails. Channels of communication were poster campaigns, quickly 
torn down by the police, secret messages sent through complicit prison guards, runners, 
and quiet, secret meetings. In November of 1918, after the German surrender and the 
seizure of local power by the German Eighth Army Soldiers’ Council, around the time 
of the “bourgeois” Latvian declaration of independence, they began to actively prepare 
for an insurrection in Riga, dividing workers into military units, organizing military 
training in safe houses, distributing or stashing secret caches of arms, and working to 
infi ltrate the Latvian army. 

They understood their eff orts in terms of conquering and occupying public, urban 
space, fi rst in the face of the armed German occupants, later against a state of siege 
by the “White” German armies attacking from without, and domestic counterrevolu-
tionaries hording food and sniping from windows. During the period of German oc-
cupation, “overlordship” (virsvarmacība) as the Latvians called it, the revolutionaries 
subjected themselves to the danger of arrest or even death in order to repeatedly put up 
thousands of poster proclamations all over the city. In doing so, they went out of their 
way to defi antly place leafl ets and posters in key spaces such as near police stations and 
German barracks. Once they even managed to “enrage the local Herren” by distributing 
leafl ets at a Saturday night performance in the main German theater.141 They organized 
demonstrations with marches starting on the outskirts in the worker neighbourhoods 
and points reminiscent of revolutionary activity in 1905, and aimed inward toward 
the city centre, the centre of power, a conscious eff ort to connect with the area’s local, 
revolutionary traditions. The marches were then broken up by police and sometimes 
German soldiers.

Ultimately, when the Red Army captured the city, the revolutionaries were not ob-
servers, but participants in the armed drama. They recount the panic and fl ight of the 
German and Latvian bourgeoisie, the mutiny within Latvian ranks, and the fi nal in-
surrection starting on the evening of 2 January 1919 as armed workers and mutinous 
Latvian army soldiers seized important points around the city, liberated their comrades 
from bourgeois prisons, and engaged in fi fteen hours of combat before coming into the 
open, legalizing their activity, and moving into government buildings. The Latvian Red 
Army did not have to fi re a shot.142

In the early months of 1919, while the Bolsheviks under Pēteris Stučka  actually 
controlled the city, the seizure and marking of the city continued: Krustinsone  describes 
her work in the downtown party and government offi  ces. She went on armed duty with 

141 M , p. 36. This is corroborated by archival evidence of revolutionary posters going up 
around town and leafl ets being distributed to theater audiences, especially where soldiers 
were in attendance, in December of 1918, shortly before the arrival of the Red Army in Riga. 
See LVA 1338/1/46-59, p. 48.

142 The Bolshevik plotting, the insurrection and the fall of the city are described in detail in 
M . G , pp. 255-257 also covers the mutiny in some detail.
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her fellow Bolsheviks at key points around the city. They uncovered counterrevolu-
tionary activity. There were funeral parades for fallen communist heroes which took the 
mourners to the graves at the city center or to the forest cemetery at the edge of town 
where the dead rifl emen from the Great War also lay buried. The May Day parade of 
1919 traced a path through several proletarian neighbourhoods before ending in the city 
center. The churches were occupied for party meetings, speeches, and rallies.143

These actions diff er from the passivity of some of the non-revolutionary accounts 
in that they refl ect the perspective of participation in an ongoing (worldwide and lo-
cal) struggle. Wartime Riga was not a place to be passively endured as regimes and 
armies washed over it like natural forces. It was “Revolutionary Riga,” a place to be 
contested, held, conquered, coloured, and shaped by participants. The revolutionaries 
saw themselves at the centre of events. Brigadere  and Skalbe , our Latvian nationalist, 
“bourgeois” witnesses we will turn to below, describe what was happening around 
them, in the former case with a particularly aloof style. The German accounts mention 
heroes (often pastors), but personal activity by the writers themselves is usually related 
to victimization and suff ering or about avoiding state power. Mirāms  and the other 
Bolsheviks tell a diff erent story. The Latvian communist memoirs are deeply political 
accounts written by men and women who physically fought for control the city with 
weapon in hand. They describe their participation in history in the making as their 
personal and revolutionary lives became one. Mirāms  and Pesa-Mirāma  fi rst worked 
to create “Revolutionary Riga” and then got married there in 1919. When the Germans 
recaptured the city in May of that year, M. Krustinsone  retreated from Riga carrying 
her weapon in one hand and her viola in the other. The study of music was something 
she had dreamt of since childhood and could only fi nally begin under Soviet power—a 
power she had gone into armed combat to defend.144

While the literature and some memoirs mention the electric fence put up around 
Riga following the German conquest of the city, it is usually explained, if at all, as part 
of a general system of controlling the fl ow of goods and people, as much an economic 
and military measure for exploitation and control as anything else. Communist eye-wit-
nesses, however, explain it in terms of Riga as a “revolutionary nest” that the German 
imperialists actively sought to isolate, to keep the revolutionary spirit of the city con-
tained.145 Not unlike other Latvian authors, they see their experience in Riga in an inter-
national context, albeit as a revolutionary, not necessarily only nationalist experience 
or struggle. They actively sought to infl uence German working class soldiers, sought 
and sometimes found the support of German social democrats for their class struggle.

While that runs counter to the way the occupation was seen as purely foreign in the 
eyes of someone like Anna Brigadere , there is still some ambiguity in the revolutionary 
accounts between national and class-based language used to describe the enemy. The 
revolutionaries—the examples here are all Bolsheviks—repeatedly refer to the enemy 
as specifi cally German. They complain of attempts by fellow Latvians to fraternize 

143 K , passim.
144 Ibidem, p. 344.
145 One non-revolutionary memoir, from an escaped POW, saw the fence as pointless, a sign of 

German tyranny. He slipped under it unobserved and escaped the city. D , pp. 93-95.
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with and ingratiate themselves with the German occupiers. They harshly condemn any 
complicity in German annexation plans, which ran counter to what they espoused, an 
autonomous Latvia in a Soviet Russia. Indeed, the event which triggered the largest 
fl urry of Latvian communist propaganda and the organization of the largest protest 
demonstration of the whole occupation period was only marginally related to the class 
struggle at all: the German declarations for annexation in December 1917 and the as-
sent given to those plans by some Latvian representatives in early January 1918. This 
sparked the quick organization of a mass protest on January 6.146 Thus, here we fi nd 
evidence of a “nationalist” sub-plot even in the communist memoires published during 
the post-World War Two Soviet period, a sub-plot which fi ts, for example, non-interna-
tionalist interpretations of the Latvian rifl emen, who were motivated by love of country 
and to some extent already disillusioned with communism by the time they themselves 
marched into Riga in 1919.147

Anna Brigadere 

An alternative vision we have already alluded to is a more “bourgeois,” liberal, non- 
revolutionary account. One of the most vivid accounts of wartime Riga by a Latvian 
witness from that perspective is Dzels Dūre (Iron Fist) by Anna Brigadere . Brigadere 
can hardly be considered a typical Riga Latvian, since she represents the perspective 
of the liberal, intellectual elite. This attitude is traceable to the Latvian milieu centered 
on the Latvian Association, the national club which formed in Riga in the nineteenth 
century and which had initially been rather aloof toward lower-class Latvians from the 
countryside or from the working class, but which had become more inclusive since 
1905. Her account of Riga during the period between the February Revolution of 1917 
and the fall of the city to the Bolsheviks portrays a striking example of the Latvian lib-
eral or national narrative, a narrative which contradicts the socialist or class narrative 
almost to the point of incompatibility, despite the sharing the common enemy in the 
Germans and some common reference points.

She was fi fty-six years old in 1917 and had already been well established as a  writer 
of poems, plays, and fairy tales for almost twenty years. She grew up in Courland 
where she was strongly infl uenced by her diligent and deeply religious father. She came 
to Riga at the age of eighteen, during the late 1870s, and remained there as an elemen-
tary school teacher for most of her life except for a two year period in Moscow in the 
1880s. She died in 1933.148

146 For example on the protest M , pp. 39-42.
147 See S . Much of this communist narrative of wartime experience could be confi rmed 

by looking at the story of the more moderate socialist Brūno K , Kampf. His story is 
almost completely political. His vision is on the cusp between the socialist and liberal narra-
tive, however, as he is among those moderates who rejected Bolshevik internationalism and 
joined others from the Latvian political class to declare independence in 1918. He would go 
on to play a prominent role as a socialist member of the Latvian parliament in the interwar 
years.

148 Latviešu literatūras vēsture IV, pp. 192-194. 
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Her exact whereabouts during each phase of World War One cannot be exactly re-
constructed, but it appears that she was evacuated in 1915 and went to Moscow. While 
at least one reference puts her there until 1918, another puts her in Riga in 1917.149 This 
last view is consistent with the work being discussed here, Iron Fist. 

While Iron Fist has been described as a novel or is listed, if at all, among her works 
of fi ction without being referred to explicitly as autobiographical as some of her stories 
are, it lacks many of the attributes of a novel.150 There is no plot and there are no char-
acters. There are no descriptions of people who are not anonymous representations of 
people the narrator has seen. The whole “story” reads like a reminiscence and is told 
from the ground-level perspective of a powerless but perceptive eye-witness. The 1993 
reprint lists it as a memoir, which is more consistent with its style and point of view. It 
was fi rst published in 1920.

Before her death in 1933 she wrote several other works for which her wartime ex-
perience was directly relevant. In 1928 she published Kvelosā loka (The Glowing Win-
dow), a novel about life under the Soviet regime in Latvia. It refl ected her “bourgeois” 
perspective, portraying the regime as a cruel and bloody barbarism, in much the same 
terms as the Baltic German accounts of their Schreckenszeit under the Bolshevik terror 
regime. Already in 1919 she published Uguns milna (Club of Fire), a patriotic epic 
poem about a thirteenth century Zemgalian (southern Latvian) tribal chief’s patriotic 
struggle against the Germanic invaders.151 The parallels to the events unfolding at the 
time of publication would not have been lost on her readers. 

The memoir Dzelzs dure covers the period from shortly after the February Revolu-
tion of 1917 up to just before the fall of the city to the Bolsheviks in early January of 
1919 and, with a few brief exceptions, stays within the urban setting of Riga. Thus, the 
entire period of German occupation in the city is covered and becomes the centerpiece 
of her account. Brigadere’s memoir practically defi nes the Latvian nationalist narrative 
of the war with its strong ethnic perspective on people and events and the author’s al-
ways perceptible and often explicit favoring of an idealized Latvian cause in the war. 
She is not uncritical of this cause, however, and poignantly points out its shortcomings 
and her people’s failure to conform to the ideal. She is disappointed and distraught over 
the fault lines dividing the Latvian people.

Her ethnic perspective is evident from the very opening pages, when she describes 
a city, in the spring of 1917, still under the control of “the others.” But even here, the 
ethnic and class perspectives blend. She describes the “others” as extravagantly clad 
“upper-estate” people and Jews, well-dressed children, well-fed on milk and pirogs, 
playing in the parks and the gardens—and contrasts this to Latvian children, who have 
neither the nourishment nor the access to green playing areas. The occupation of public 
space by “the other” is a topos she shares with Isa Masing , a German woman of simi-
lar socio-economic standing, during the “Russian” phase of the war from 1915-1917, 
when German children could not play freely in the city’s parks. It is also here, in the 
opening pages, that Brigadere shows the fi rst signs of disgust at betrayal within Latvian 

149 Ibidem, p. 196. Ģērmanis, p. 27 says she was in Riga in 1917.
150 Latviešu literatūras vēsture IV does not mention it at all.
151 Ibidem, p. 196.
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ranks: The women had “given up hope” and dressed up and went to parties and balls. 
The implication seems to be that after almost three years of war they had given up hope 
of a normal life where they can fi nd and marry Latvian men and were now taking what 
they could get.152

One of the fault lines she points out was opened by the Revolution of spring 1917. 
That is the point around which the nation-centered narrative of wartime experience 
separates from the social or class narrative. This is especially visible in her accounts 
of the Latvian rifl emen. The rifl emen were now, after the Revolution, no longer the 
“consciousness and honor” of the people. They seemed only interested in agitation and 
propaganda. They were fraternizing with the enemy.153 Brigadere is expressing a sense 
of betrayal on two levels. The rifl emen have left the fold, in a way betraying the Latvian 
people by no longer standing up to the Germans, although she back-treads a bit on this 
later, when she describes how Latvian soldiers promise her they will not let Riga fall to 
the enemy.154 On the other hand, the rifl emen themselves were betrayed on the battle-
fi eld, ordered into bloody attacks and then left unsupported, “intentionally, like toys for 
the sake of slaughter, sent to their deaths. Like enemies, like foreign people sentenced 
to death.” A heavy burden of guilt rests on those who were in charge of the war, a sen-
timent that became a topos for the Latvian understanding of the early battles of their 
rifl emen. “What did we do to deserve our judgment? And against whom? Who can 
answer that for us? That was also the betrayal which dug the cemeteries for Riga.”155

In her eyes, the political extremism of 1917 had thus been caused by the Russian 
betrayals of 1915 and 1916. And that leftist extremism was now poisoning Latvian so-
ciety. She describes the revolution as being full of “ghosts and phantoms” as the people 
try to build up in a few days what they had imagined for centuries. The impossibility 
of achieving the goals and the resulting frustration continually fed the omnipresent dis-
trust looming over everyone’s head like a shadow, “like an epidemic that infects both 
the guilty and the innocent.” Even the rifl emen were now divided from the people by 
their extremism.156

Her perception of a fi ssure across Latvian society fades during the period of German 
occupation, during which she again pins her hopes on the rifl emen—now fi ghting on 
the other side of the lines, east of the city. Her agony is evident as she describes the 
German plunder of the country, both in Riga itself and the trains of plunder from Li-
vonia passing through on their way to Germany, a sight which reminds her of the old 
chronicles describing the crusader knights and their stealing of horses and cattle.157 She 
lashes out at the local Germans, putting her fi nger squarely on the ambiguous loyalties 
of the Balts. They now stand by and go about life while others are being robbed of their 
last shirt. She calls their exaltation of foreigners (the Reich Germans and their regime) 

152 B , pp. 7-8.
153 Ibidem, p. 9.
154 Ibidem, p. 22. The soldier is a “red,” not a nationalist, but still intent on keeping Riga from 

the Germans.
155 Ibidem, both quotes from p. 11. 
156 Ibidem, p. 10.
157 Ibidem, p. 62-64.
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“uncivilized.” She even questions their so-called love of Heimat, pointing out that they 
never loved it as the Latvians did, with sweat and blood. “How can you love two father-
lands with the same love? One of those loves is probably only a fl irt.”158

She resents the return of a German face to the city under the auspices of German 
“kultura.” For her, that kultura is the wealth of alcoholic beverages and parties at 
restaurants now opening while grocery stores closed down. City life was now concen-
trated on Kalkstrasse and Alexanderstrasse, which were blossoming, while the rest of 
the city was mostly boarded up, all movement having ceased. Alexander Boulevard had 
become “Unter den Linden.”159 Thus, although she does not mention the German pop-
ulation specifi cally, we can see the contrast here. The relative opulence of the German 
Herren complaining about the wine and the “step-mother-like handling” of the billiard 
tables at the Musse (see Part II, Chapter 1, “Germany and Germanization” above) was 
not lost on the Latvians. The Germans were re-creating what they considered normalcy; 
for the Latvians, schooled in blood and revolution—even for a reasonably well-to-do 
Latvian school teacher who loathed Bolshevism—this was treason. Public space was 
occupied by the “wooden Fritz,” a wooden statue in front of the courthouse where 
people drove in nails for German war bonds purchased.160 As an author, she especially 
resents the Germanization of the schools, where Latvian children no longer learned 
Latvian folklore and songs.161

Against this backdrop of oppression, her portrayal of the Latvian people is am-
biguous. They are at times as one, exchanging hopeful rumors about the battlefi eld 
suc cesses of the Western Allies.162 With their loyal rifl emen now fi ghting for their liber-
ation, they are invigorated by stories that their General Briedis  is approaching with an 
army of a hundred thousand men.163 She waxes poetic over a rumor that he has fallen, 
“at Uexküll (Ikšķile), where the rifl emen had held like lions, but by the sudden German 
gas they stiff ened and died with eyes open and outstretched arms, fallen in piles, and 
there Briedis  also died. With Briedis,  the people buried their hopes.”164 Hope returned 
when the rumors were dispelled. Latvians were united by mass, if passive, resistance: 
Do not ask for anything, do not complain about the constant humiliations of theft, 
arrest, threat of punishment, and army passports which made Latvians look like crim-
inals, the violent suppression of marches and demonstrations by bicycle troops (called 
“Cossacks”), and “Ost” money, referred to as “wooden money.” “We [the Latvians, 
M.H.] know them, but they don’t know us. That is our advantage. Oppressors never 
know the oppressed.”165 

158 Ibidem, p. 67. 
159 Ibidem, p. 87-88.
160 “Koka Fricis” in Latvian.
161 Ibidem, p. 100.
162 Ibidem, pp. 137-138.
163 Ibidem, pp. 82, 103.
164 Ibidem, p. 80.
165 Ibidem, p. 95. The demonstrations are mentioned, but hardly described, on pp. 98 (an “end-

less” line of old men, pale women, children in sad procession for three hours with posters 
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At other times, the Latvians seem complacent, willing to accept their fate, saying, 
“You can’t run your head through a wall,” “Even with the Germans this way, that’s 
better than the Bolsheviks,” or “The Germans promise a lot. At least we can live with 
them.”166 Her descriptions of those upper-echelon Latvians who arguably collaborated 
with the Germans are, however, surprisingly distant. Without the bitterness of other 
passages, she notes how the German authorities pressured the local Germans to fi nd 
“German-minded” Latvians and included them in decision-making. She also recounts 
how Krastkalns  and Veinbergs  joined prominent Germans in requesting German im-
perial annexation of the Baltic in March 1918 and similar calls by “German-minded” 
women.167

Her disappointment in her fellow Latvians would return later in the year, however. 
After the German surrender and the Latvian declaration of independence in November 
of 1918, she is frustrated by the lingering dominance of Germany and the complacency 
of Latvians. The requisitioning continued. The Germans were successfully recruiting 
a new armed force, the Landeswehr, in downtown offi  ces, while the Democratic Block 
seemed to take no action. In contrast, Latvian recruitment eff orts, deprived of offi  ce 
space and banished to the edges of the city, were an utter failure, despite some patriotic 
feeling among the intelligentsia and the formation of an offi  cers’ company and student 
enlistment. She inadvertently supports the German topos of the Latvian as a mutable 
type devoid of real nobility of mind: “Riga is full of young men, but many are deaf to 
the call-ups. With shining boots and swinging their obligatory canes, they continue to 
escort their young ladies down the street.” Unsure of the outcome, unwilling to cast 
their lot with the losing side, they simply waited. “Latvia—that is to many, many still 
just an empty word, for which it is not worth risking life and limb.”168 She interprets the 
situation as a refl ection of Latvian society itself. Many still hope to welcome the Red 
Army with its Latvian rifl emen units on its approach to Riga. Brigadere understands 
the sentiment of those waiting for the return of husbands and brothers, of the men who 
“still wear the halo of old glory” (from 1915-1917). While the provisional government 
called on the Latvian Bolshevik units approaching to lay down their arms, Riga was 
undefended, with “doors open as if they come as friends.” She is fully conscious of 
the terrible ambiguity and concludes that “[a] deep cut runs through our people like a 
deadly wound…all sides have their warriors, their truth.”169

Statehood

Edgars Andersons  noted that the seven years from 1914 to 1920 are the most important 
in Latvian history, more important than the several centuries preceding them. Only 
now, in this period in the early twentieth century, he argues, did the Latvian people 

demanding peace and bread on 27 October 1917) and 112 (includes the reference to “Cos-
sacks”).

166 Ibidem, p. 112.
167 Ibidem, pp. 112, 125 and 128.
168 Ibidem, p. 166.
169 Ibidem, pp. 166-167.
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take their fate into their own hands and only now did they unify Latvian territory under 
one state.170 If statehood is our measure, and those years were the highpoint of Latvian 
history because of the creation of the new Latvian national state, then the declaration 
of Latvian statehood in November of 1918 was arguably the absolute pinnacle. Against 
the backdrop of the dramatic disputes and discussions, bloodshed and politicking that 
preceded and followed it, however, the declaration itself was something of an anti- 
climax. 

The very fi rst more-or-less functional Latvian state was not centered on Riga, but in 
the northern and eastern part of Livonia, the unoccupied territory of what would later 
become Latvia. It was a revolutionary state, run by the Iskolat, or “Executive Com-
mittee of Latvian Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies,” which took over power in Valk 
from the military administration of the Russian Provisional Government in November 
of 1917, months after the Germans had taken Riga and only days after the Bolshevik 
coups in Petrograd. The government lasted only three months, however, until total oc-
cupation of its territory by the German army in February of 1918. It passed laws on 
the use of Latvian language and remained, for the most part, orderly and sober. There 
was some administration of “revolutionary justice,” but the excesses of Stučka’s  1919 
regime were not yet reached. There was no freedom of the press and no non-Bolshevik 
political activity allowed, but there were no executions.171 The state that eventually 
emerged over the following three years, with Riga as its capital, was nonetheless very 
diff erent.

The fi rst to conceive of an independent Latvian state was Miķelis Valters , writing 
in 1905, who would later become Latvia’s fi rst foreign minister. His idea was of a “so-
cialist republic,” but that idea never really got off  the ground during the 1905 unrest. 
Later, during the world war, when the idea became a current, burning issue, the Latvian 
socialists were favoring notions of autonomy within a Russian state while prominent 
publicists from among the Latvian National Democratic Party were leading the call for 
independence.172 That divide—between liberals and nationalists calling for indepen-
dence and socialists, especially Bolsheviks, talking more in terms of autonomy—was 
a consistent theme. It would ultimately be the urban nationalists in Riga, in a coalition 
with moderate socialists also in Riga, who actually declared independence.

The movement toward Latvian independence was lent great impetus by the Febru-
ary Revolution of 1917, but all the voices were initially from outside Riga. Shortly after 
the abdication of the tsar, refugee organizations in various Russian cities began passing 
resolutions in favor of Latvian autonomy. Other organizations soon joined in. The most 
comprehensive resolution was that passed by the Latvian Writers’ and Artists’ Associ-
ation in Moscow on 22 March (4 April) 1917. Coming very close to what the Latvian 
National Democrats would soon favor, it demanded complete political autonomy—not 
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as a province, but as a state—albeit within a federal Russia.173 The charge was led, how-
ever, by Latvian newspapers, especially Dzimtenes Atbalss (Echo of the Homeland), 
also in Moscow. It called itself a “democratic, national-radical newspaper.” It quickly 
called for democracy and an end to feudalism. It was the fi rst Latvian paper to call for 
a free, autonomous Latvia, arguing that Latvians, having done the heavy revolutionary 
lifting in 1905, now deserved national as well as civil rights. The paper called for the 
meeting at the earliest possible opportunity of a Latvian National Council and consti-
tutional convention which would establish Latvia as part of a federal Russian democ-
racy.174 Other Latvian newspapers were still less radical in their demands, but did agi-
tate for change. Jānis Rainis , a prominent Social Democrat and, at least as importantly, 
Latvia’s most prominent author, was still in Swiss exile when he published an article in 
the Riga radical democratic paper Jaunais Vards (The New Word). He criticized what he 
saw as a lack of concern about russifi cation—which would presumably not be stopped 
by autonomy alone. He demanded that the working class pursue a national as well as a 
social policy, arguing that national existence could not be denied.175 National ideas of 
independence were clearly popular far into the left wing of Latvian political opinion.

There were calls for a “free Latvia within a free Russia” from all across the Latvian 
political spectrum—located all over Russia—after the February Revolution. But there 
was little clarity about what that really meant. The lowest common denominator was 
that Latvian territory was to be united (and not split up into parts of diff erent provinces 
or even nation states) and that the administration was to be comprehensive and locally 
elected.176 The main diff erences involved Latvia’s proposed future relationship to Rus-
sia.177 The provisional government had accepted Estonian autonomy on 30 March (12 
April) 1917, only a few weeks after the abdication of the tsar. This new state already 
included northern Livonia. Latvia, on the other hand, had endured a demographic col-
lapse in its own territory and was still half occupied by the Germans, problems which 
certainly exacerbated any ideological confusion which was fragmenting the move to 
greater independence. According to Ezergailis , the Latvians were, in 1917, still behind 
other nationalities in the empire in organizing their demands for national rights. This 
was due to the pervasiveness of Bolshevik infl uence which tended to dilute opinion on 
this matter.178

173 Ģērmanis, p. 27. Anna Brigadere, who would return to Riga before the German occupation, 
was at this meeting.

174 Ibidem, pp. 15-18.
175 Ibidem, p. 16.
176 The idea of the ethnic territory of Latvia being a unifi ed administrative district, an idea 

realized after the February Revolution of 1917, had a long history. It had been among the 
demands made by Latvian peasants petitioning the government as early as the 1880s. See 
P , Latvians, p. 100.
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This pervasive radicalism of many Latvians, the wave of Bolshevism on the Latvian 
left, ran counter to the nationalist view. In 1917, the Bolsheviks were usually opposed 
to nationalism and the Latvian Bolshevik position on Latvian autonomy or indepen-
dence was that Latvia should remain part of Soviet Russia. In the weeks immediately 
following the tsar’s abdication, the party newspaper was against a national state. The 
traditional Bolshevik “class” approach trumped any regional or ethnic thinking. The 
paper castigated Latvian Mensheviks for being “national socialists” who neglected the 
social question.179 During the same period, Pēteris Stučka , the leader of the Latvian 
Bolsheviks and future head of the short-lived Bolshevik regime, favored the right of 
self-determination in principle, but questioned whether or not it would be wise for 
Latvia to make use of that right. He advocated local self-administration and unity for 
Latvian territory, but favored participation in a “democratic Russia” over the creation 
of tiny new states. He believed that larger states would better serve the interests of the 
proletariat.180 That view was echoed by his fellow Bolshevik leader Jūlijs Daniševskis  
who argued that Latvia would be “saved” when Europe was saved. Bolsheviks should 
think big, he argued. States were getting larger, not smaller.181 A minority of Bolshe-
viks, for example Pauls Dauge , were of the opinion that the nationality question could 
not be ignored. Internationalism, Dauge wrote in late March of 1917, was a denial 
of the historical reality of nations, the aspirations particularly of small peoples (“der 
kleinen Völker”) for national autonomy.182 It would ultimately be this sentiment that 
contributed strongly to a break-up of the Latvian Social Democrats, with a considerable 
number of moderates defecting to cooperate with Latvian nationalists in creating a new 
state.

The politicians who would later actually lead the country, including not only  Miķelis 
Valters , but also Kārlis Ulmanis , Jānis Čakste  and Zigfrīds Meierovics , joined the cause 
only in 1918, after “democratic Russia” had collapsed. According to Dribins, the imme-
diate motivation was to save their dispersed, refugee nation from total assimilation by 
unifying the population and protecting their property back on their home soil.183 These 
were men who were involved in refugee work in Riga and elsewhere and were acutely 
aware of the dangers of demographic dissolution under wartime conditions of dispersal 
and foreign occupation and colonization.

One of the fi rst nationally signifi cant calls for Latvian autonomy came from Riga, 
and it was in Riga that the decisive developments occurred. On 30 July (12 August) 
1917, fi fty-two representatives of ten social and revolutionary organizations met in 
Riga castle on the initiative of the Provisional Livonian Land Council. The council 
had met in Valmiera some time before and represented a potential precursor to a future 
Latvian parliament. It had demanded a free, undivided and autonomous Latvia within 

179 Ģērmanis, p. 31. The term “national socialist” here obviously bears no relation to the later 
German “Nazi” movement. It means a nationally-minded socialist, a socialist who insists on 
a solution to questions of nationality instead of starting with social or class issues.

180 Ibidem, pp. 31-33. The citation refers to Stučka’s utterances in March and May of 1917.
181 Ibidem, p. 32.
182 Ibidem.
183 D , p. 275.
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a free, federal, and democratic Russia. Now, in Riga, the new conference quickly 
reached unanimous agreement on a similar but more thorough catalogue of demands: 
the right to national self-determination, undivided Latvian territory, autonomy within a 
democratic Russia, the concentration of legislative, executive and judicial power within 
Latvia, specifi cally within a Latvian parliament or saeima, democratic elections and, 
with regard to the world war, a peace without annexations.184 According to Ezergailis , 
the importance of this conference has been exaggerated by later accounts written by 
social democratic participants. The conference was too short, was not attended by the 
Bolsheviks per se (although some Latvian Bolsheviks were present in their capacity as 
representatives of other organizations), and was largely ignored by the press. In addi-
tion, the meeting failed in its ultimate goal of creating a body which could organize a 
Latvian National Assembly similar to what was then happening in Estonia and Ukraine. 
There was no agreement on central issues of autonomy and unifi cation.185 In any case, 
there were no further signifi cant developments until the fall of the city to the Germans 
in September of 1917.

Since the fall of Riga, the Latvian middle class openly favored Latvian indepen-
dence, while the Social Democrats were still supporting the idea of an autonomous 
Latvia within a Soviet Russia. The military defeats and the dissolution of the Russian 
Empire made the Latvian question into an international issue, and all parties wanted to 
avoid a division of the country into a German-annexed Courland, a German-dominated 
Livonia and a Russian Latgale, the constellation that emerged at Brest-Litovsk.186 Be-
fore September of 1917, with the front running along the border between Courland and 
Livonia, an even sharper division did not seem out of the question.

The most important Latvian organization to emerge from the German occupation 
was the Democratic Block in Riga. When the city fell to the Germans, the Riga Council 
of Deputies of Societal Organizations continued to meet in secret. It was a group made 
up of representatives of various Latvian groups and had been one of the contenders for 
power in the city after the February Revolution but had, over the summer, also cooper-
ated with the Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. It was made up of people of 
various political views including the prominent Menshevik socialist Pauls Kalniņš  and 
the future foreign minister of Latvia, Miķelis Valters . The Democratic Block formed 
formally on 14 September, six weeks before the creation of the Latvian Provisional 
National Council under Kārlis Ulmanis  in non-occupied territory. A week later, on the 
twenty-third, claiming to represent 125,000 members of cultural, societal, political, 
and cooperative organizations, the block petitioned the German occupation forces for 
the Latvian right to autonomy and administrative territorial unity.187 The request was 
ignored—much the same as the request by the Latvian Educational Society for inde-
pendent Latvian schools made about the same time. Those two organizations continued 
to represent Latvian interests in Riga while in non-occupied Russia, the Provisional 

184 Ģērmanis, p. 38.
185 E , Latvian Autonomy, pp. 162-163.
186 H , Letten und Deutsche, p. 268-269.
187 A , pp. 240-241.



271

National Council and refugee aid organizations would form the backbone of Latvian 
political life.

On 16 November 1918, only two days before Latvia fi nally was declared indepen-
dent, the jurist Kārlis Ducmanis , writing in Jaunākās Ziņas, described what he thought 
should happen. It was very close to what fi nally did happen: The state must be founded 
by Latvians, but the resulting nation state should be multi-ethnic. Among Latvian liber-
als there were those who were even more conciliatory toward the local Germans. In an 
opinion that probably refl ected that of the majority of the Latvian Democratic Block, 
Miķelis Valters , writing shortly before independence, argued that the Baltic Germans 
should unite with the organized Latvian national forces and, together, found the new 
state. In that way, he argued, the Balts could become a socially, politically, and cultur-
ally important part of the new nation state.188

The main disagreement between the Latvians and the German minority in the run 
up to the declaration of Latvia’s independence was not about whether a state should be 
created, but about the form it should take. German “militarists and monarchists,” who 
were concerned with keeping the war in the west going, as well as the nobility and some 
of the middle class, favored a Baltic Gesamtstaat, or “All-Baltic” solution, a single 
state on the territory of all three Baltic provinces.189 

As it turned out, a specifi c constellation of historical circumstances provided a brief 
window of opportunity, which a relatively small group of men and one woman seized 
upon to make a formal declaration. In the summer and fall of 1918, with the city and 
indeed the whole region still in German hands, there were three relevant factions of 
Latvian political opinion in Riga with regard to the issue of statehood. The most impor-
tant, probably representing majority opinion among Latvians, included all the parties 
from the Menshevik arm of the Latvian Social Democrats to the various smaller parties 
of the liberal and nationalist spectrum. These groups, all centered on the Democratic 
Block in Riga, all now favored independence. Outside of Riga, they had allies on the 
statehood question in the representatives of the Latvian Provisional National Council 
associated with the refugee aid organizations, many of whom, however, had misgiv-
ings about cooperating with the Latvian Social Democrats in the Democratic Block. 
Another important faction was the Bolshevik wing of the Latvian Social Democrats op-
erating illegally in Riga. They had staunch activists, several hundred members, and an 
illegal printing press. Outside of Riga, they had little representation, except of course 
the backing of Soviet Russia and its army, including sizeable formations of Latvian 
rifl emen. They held fast to the Bolshevik position of autonomy within a Soviet Russia. 
The third grouping, operating legally and openly under German occupation, was made 
up of conservatives, centered on the monarchist jurist and journalist Frīdrihs Veinbergs . 
This very small group supported, or at least submitted to, German overlordship. As the 
German army began to collapse, Germany and the German military administration, 
which had been using Veinbergs  as their Latvian representation, began to look for ways 
to cooperate with the Democratic Block.

188 D , p. 279.
189 Ibidem, p. 281.
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It was in this context that August Winnig  was sent from Germany to negotiate an 
arrangement acceptable to Germany. But events overtook the Germans. When the rev-
olution broke out in Germany, it quickly spread to the fi eld army. By 13 November 
1918, it had reached Riga, where the soldiers of the German Eighth Army formed their 
own soldiers’ council. For a period of several weeks, they had de facto control over 
the city. While they were mostly concerned with taking care of their own aff airs and 
executing an orderly withdrawal, they were friendly, or at least not hostile, to Latvian 
designs. For several days there were meetings in Riga between the Democratic Block 
and the Latvian Provisional National Council—involving neither the Veinbergs  Latvian 
conservatives nor the Bolsheviks, nor any other nationalities for that matter. After those 
members of the National Council who were unwilling to cooperate with the socialists 
left the negotiations, an agreement was reached on the formation of a People’s Council 
which, on the very next day, 18 November 1918, met in the afternoon to declare inde-
pendence.190 Not unlike the Estonian case earlier in the year, the Latvian declaration of 
independence was thus the product both of the initiative of the participants, as well as 
particular circumstances which were greatly dependent on events beyond the control 
of any Latvian patriot. The opportunity presented itself and, when the moment came, a 
group of several dozen Latvians seized the moment. They negotiated for several days 
to reach a compromise, and succeeded, despite the ideological divisions that remained. 
The war had not only created the opportunity for independence, but had also forged the 
broad alliance necessary to take advantage of it. Nevertheless, battles would still have 
to be won against those who were still left out, namely non-Latvians and communists.

Upon hearing of the formation of a Latvian government in Riga, Latvian  writer 
Ivande Kaija  noted in her diary on 18 November 1918, that “[o]ur most beautiful 
dreams have been realized.”191 This was, arguably, the political highpoint of the war for 
Latvians so far. The state project which had been argued and discussed and disputed for 
the past several years, and realized—at least on paper—in both neighboring countries 
of Lithuania and Estonia earlier in the year, had now become reality in a symbolic 
moment. Although not at all violent and far less dramatic, having taken only a few 
hours in the Second City Theater near downtown Riga, that moment takes on the same 
importance in Latvian historical consciousness as 3 September 1917 or 22 May 1919 
for the German population. These were events which swept over the entire city and had 
an immediate eff ect on everything and everybody.

The writer Anna Brigadere  was present at the event and paints one of the more vivid 
descriptions of it, dripping with patriotic pathos. The Second City Theater was over-
fl owing with people an hour before the four o’clock ceremony was to begin.  Workers 
were still decorating and preparing the hall. She describes the Latvian fl ag draped 
across the stage as “the symbol of the Latvian state of the people’s dreams, long be-
littled and maligned, now the common denominator and uniter of all Latvians!” The 
room fell as silent as a church for several minutes. Then applause as the Provisional 
Government entered and took its position on the stage. They sang the national anthem 

190 On these developments, see K , Kampf; I , Staatsgründung; A , pp. 343-
355; B , 20. Gadsimta, pp. 684-691.
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God Bless Latvia “as if with one mouth and heart, this our peoples prayer, repressed 
by every force but now free, holy and audible, to the great powers of fate.” On stage 
she saw “duty-conscious faces of work, hardened in experience and the wisdom of life; 
faces of serious thoughts” who put aside their diff erences, united by a “love for Latvia 
and the desire for Latvia’s statehood.”192

At the ceremony, she overheard two Germans talking behind her. She recorded their 
brief exchange in her Latvian memoir in German: one questioned, “What’s going to 
come of all this?” The reply: “Well, a Russian province, what else.” These were not 
just snide remarks from disloyal Germans, “Latvia’s enemies,” however.193 Brigadere 
records how well aware she was of the vulnerability of the new state. It is in the context 
of this apparent infant helplessness of the new state that the title of Anna Brigadere’s  
book is revealed. “How to stop the iron fi st?” she asks, complaining that despite the 
existence of a Latvian government, the Germans still controlled everything. They had 
kept all the central government buildings, still occupied the country with their army, 
and continued to use their power to plunder the country, requisitioning trainloads of 
loot for transport back to Germany. She contrasts the eff ectiveness of their recruiting 
eff orts, despite having lost the war, with the malaise of Latvian society.194

Brūno Kalniņš , the 19-year-old LSD activist who, together with both his parents, 
was among the thirty-eight members of the eight Latvian parties gathered for the decla-
ration, also left a fi rst-hand account of the event. It is sober in tone, refl ecting his direct 
involvement in the compromises and wrangling of the days before and his practical, 
less poetic awareness of the political circumstances that made it possible. For him, the 
men on stage were not wise old men, but astonishingly young—not a single one over 
fi fty, and, except for the socialists, new to politics. He recalls how little passion the 
speeches had—all of them read from prepared papers, since few were gifted speakers—
and the calm of the crowd.195 The event lacked mass participation—it was a work day 
and few members of the working class had even heard about the intended proclamation. 
He shared with Brigadere the insight that the event had no immediate eff ect on the ac-
tual power relationships in and around Riga.

A month after Latvian independence had been declared by the bourgeois coalition 
in Riga, a new Soviet communist Latvian state was declared in Moscow. As the Red 
Army stood poised to enter the country’s presumed territory, the Latvian Bolshevik 
leadership—Stučka , Daniševskis , Šilfs —were still favoring autonomy within a Sovi-
et Russia. Ironically, these “large state” or “world state” Bolsheviks who were lead-
ing the Latvian party found themselves opposed to Lenin . Thinking in terms of world 
revolu tion, Lenin  favored formal independence for Latvia. It should serve, according to 
Dribins, as a laboratory for proletarian dictatorship and provide a corridor to Europe.196 
Bolshevik power in Latvia would be more meaningful in terms of fomenting unrest fur-
ther west if Latvia were seen not as just another case of a Russian province reconquered 
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by the new Russian regime, but as a fi ery example of exported revolution, a sign of the 
international spreading of revolutionary confl agration. 

As it turned out, these Latvian Bolsheviks, so unenthusiastic about total indepen-
dence and so far out of tune with the rest of Latvian political elites on the independence 
question, would soon be the ones to set up the fi rst Latvian state with Riga as its capital. 
The government was formally elected in Riga by delegates to the Latvian Soviet in 
January of 1919. This was the state the Latvian Bolshevik revolutionaries fought for in 
the underground during the German occupation. This was the state that many Latvians 
greeted as liberation from German occupation or at least with little fear or perhaps even 
interest. This state, whether one considers it truly independent or not, created revolu-
tionary and even national institutions and fought tenaciously for its existence. It was 
not, however, a viable model under those historical conditions. By the time it had been 
chased back into eastern Latvia and then into Russia in the battles of 1919-1920, it had 
few sympathizers in Latvia. It would survive as a positively coded political memory 
only in the offi  cial historical narrative in the Soviet Union. Many of its leading partic-
ipants would never return to Latvia, dying in Soviet exile, in many cases as victims of 
Stalin’s  purges in the 1930s.

Latvian Riga

Before 1917, even before 1919, there is little indication that Riga had the symbolic 
pride of place for Latvians that it did for the Germans even before the war. While the 
German accounts, especially memoirs but also diaries, often extol the goodness and 
closeness of Riga as a Heimat, Latvian accounts do not do this, at least not early on.

It would take not only the war to change that. It would take the war coming into the 
city. Only when the decisive battle was fought in Riga itself, decisive both because it 
was in Riga and because of the constellation of sides fi ghting it with one side clearly 
“Latvian” and the other side clearly not, did the city take on the stature of a Latvian 
home and center.

While Anna Brigadere  makes a number of observations and remarks in her account 
that might be construed as showing particular concern for the city,197 her descriptions 
of important events such as the declaration of Latvian independence in November of 
1918,198 while clearly expressive of sincere depth of sentiment, are not anchored in 
Riga as a place with any particular verve or emphasis. There is mention of Riga as 
the political capital and some worry about its political and military fate, but it has not 
necessarily become a Latvian city or a city of and for the Latvians. There is no musu 

197 As noted in the section above, she complains about the privileges of German children play-
ing in green spaces within the city, much the same way that Isa Masing, a German  woman, 
had complained of discrimination against German children before 1917. She notes the hos-
tile or arrogant faces on the streets and associates them with particular nationalities, the 
Germanization of the city and the triumphal tone of the German press. She tells the story of 
loss and triumph and loss again in Riga, from German occupation, to independence, to the 
approach of the Bolshevik armies.

198 B , p. 157.
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Riga—”our Riga” or Latviešu Riga (“Latvian Riga”) at this stage. It remained internally 
contested and ambiguous.

This is no doubt due to the general situation of exile described earlier. Latvian elites 
capable of formulating or recording a new view of the capital-to-be were few and far 
between in Riga after 1915. The Latvian newspapers in Moscow and Petrograd were 
aware of this and noted the inactivity in Riga itself during the February Revolution of 
1917. To the extent that these remarks were complaints, that is a sign that Riga was 
known to be the political and economic center of Latvian ethnographic territory. But 
there is little sign of real attachment to the city. 

All that changed dramatically in the summer and fall of 1919. Signs appeared in late 
June and early July 1919, when the Estonian and Latvian troops pursued the Landes-
wehr back to the gates of Riga. The city, at this point held by the Landeswehr, came 
under Estonian artillery fi re from the north, including the use of poison gas shells, and 
was gripped with excitement. Germans in the city were stricken with panic, fearing a 
return to Latvian rule like that of the communists.199 That did not materialize, however. 
Instead, the Germans withdrew and Riga’s Latvians witnessed and celebrated the tri-
umphal return of the Latvian army units and the Ulmanis  government. 

The Bermondt  attack in the fall ushered in not only the fi nal battle with the hated 
German enemy, but the only prolonged fi ghting within the city. The military and polit-
ical situation had also changed compared with earlier attacks that had swept over Riga, 
even though they too had involved Latvians and Latvian soldiers. From 1915 to 1917, 
Latvian troops defending the city were part of the Russian army. In the earlier battles 
of 1919, Latvian troops had been on both sides of the issue. The battle of 22 May, as 
dramatic and liberating as it may have seemed to many Latvians as well as Germans 
and others in the city, was ambiguous in the context of Latvian identity-building. Lat-
vian independence had been declared months before, and Latvian troops were fi ghting 
alongside the victorious Baltic Landeswehr. But this was not a battle for the nation. 
The popular Latvian government was not involved, nor were Latvian troops directly 
involved in retaking the city. Furthermore, not only were many Latvians fi ghting on 
the “wrong” side (for the communists), but most of the fi rst victims of the Fletcher /von 
der Goltz  regime were Latvians. The situation was far too ambiguous in ethno-national 
terms to be of much use in constructing a national mythology.

Since the unifi cation of the Latvian army after the battle of Wenden (Cēsis) in June, 
the triumphal entry of the Northern Latvian Army under Colonel Zemitans  into Riga 
in July,200 and the return of Ulmanis  to power shortly thereafter, the cause was more 
 clearly national. The city was completely in Latvian hands, defended by its own army 
alone, with the Latvian government seated in the city center. The Latvians now had, for 
the fi rst time, their state with its own government and its own army in its own capital 
city. When the army of Bermondt-Avalov  attacked this Riga, that made all the diff er-
ence. It was of little importance that the Latvian army had played a relatively minor, 

199 See description above, in Part I, Chapter 4, “Liberation and White Terror” and “Uncertainty 
and Transition” and Part II, Chapter 1, “The Final Turning Point.”

200 Accounts of the entry of the Northern forces into Riga are given in K , Vasaras diena; 
and in the same volume Ķīselis.
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supporting role in both of the decisive engagements which had brought about this sit-
uation, namely the liberation of Riga from the Bolsheviks in May and the defeat of the 
Landeswehr at Wenden a month later. Moreover, the army that faced them in the fall of 
1919 turned out to be the perfect enemy for the newly constituted Latvian state. Being 
predominantly German, it corresponded closely to the army the Latvians had risen up to 
fi ght in 1914. There was a smattering of Russian as well for good measure. These were 
the Baltic barons, the oppressors of seven centuries, led by a Russian, come to conquer. 
In the fi ghting that followed, the Latvian army—in part mobilized on the spot, impro-
vised—proved worthy and emerged victorious.201 Finally, since the battle focused on 
Riga, the city fi nally found its place as the focal point of the Latvian struggle. Under the 
shells of Bermondt-Avalov , Riga became a symbol worthy of being a national capital. 
The desperate state of the young Latvian army and the image of a student battalion and 
other small, improvised volunteer units playing the decisive role in holding the river, 
staving off  the original attack, served to round out the image of heroic defense. 

This found expression in the memory of the period, with recollections of the bat-
tle out of proportion with its actual military size and violence when compared to the 
slaughter of the world war which had preceded it. There do not appear to have been any 
annual ceremonies among the Latvian émigré community commemorating the victory 
over Bermondt-Avalov  in November 1919. But the accounts of the period were kept 
alive not only during the period of national independent statehood which followed the 
war, but decades later among Latvian émigrés who fl ed from the Soviet occupation 
during World War Two. The memory is similar to the memory of 22 May among Baltic 
Germans in that it recalls a defi ning victory in national history that overshadowed the 
other events—the defeats, the hardships, the losses, the lesser victories—of the period. 
It was the defi ning moment of the era for this national group. In the case of the Baltic 
Germans, there was no national homeland at all. After the Second World War, they 
celebrated their commemorations among the Germans in the Federal Republic as a 
refugee subculture that shared the language and gradually assimilated into German life. 
The Latvians still had a national homeland of sorts, but it was only in German, Austra-
lian, and North American exile where these particular memories were allowed a public 
forum after 1945.202

One veteran of the fi ghting wrote decades later about the battle and the preparations 
to counterattack across the river:

201 Orbison, a foreign observer of these events, wrote later that the Latvian troops had fought 
with the “earnestness of an American doughboy who hails from the farm” and with an inborn 
tenacity. See O  Children, p. 174.

202 Some examples include: A ; Z ; A ; K , Fragments; O ; 
K ; R ; S ; Z . O  is also available in HI Oksars Ozols 
77084-10-V. It is a leap to conclude from these examples that there was something like a 
commemorative culture, but that would be an interesting question to pursue. There is at least 
one Lāčplēsis monument in Canada.
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There was something altogether strange, something unspoken in the air. Our Riga was about 
us! Our Riga, with our families, places of work and schools. Our Riga, her hands folded in 
prayer as she accompanies us on our way. We march and sing…203

Another described the city as a “bee hive” alive with restless activity. The bees 
were from every class, old men and veterans, students, workers, and intelligentsia, all 
united to “hold the new state capital of Riga against the enemy.”204 Latvian men of all 
kinds were lining up to volunteer despite the lack of training and equipment. In this ac-
count, the commanders on the scene disobeyed the order to retreat and decided, despite 
the threat of a court martial and execution, to try to hold the river bank. The incident 
brought forth another martyr, since the man whose idea it was to hold the river line was 
later killed in the battle.205 But the decision paid off  and the Latvians held the city.

The head of the provisional government, Kārlis Ulmanis , set the tone for the inter-
pretation of the battle in a speech calling on the population to defend the national cap-
ital against the invader. The most eloquent expressions of this narrative can be found 
in the writings of several Latvian authors who found numerous allegories to give Riga 
a place in a new Latvian founding myth and, what is more, portrayed Riga as the link 
 tying the Latvian narrative of suff ering and liberation more fi rmly than ever into west-
ern traditions, rhetorically reorienting Latvian nationalism toward the west in line with 
the political trend since 1915-1917.

Our fi rst eyewitness is author Kārlis Skalbe , a native of Riga who had spent most 
of the war away at the front or as a journalist in Moscow. He had been in Riga as a 
rifl eman in 1917 and returned to Riga in the spring of 1919. He left an account, Mazas 
piezimes or “Small notes,” of the period up to 1920 which covered both political and 
more personal observations. In his account of the height of the siege in late October, we 
see the city take on the stature worthy of a national capital born of war. The buildings 
themselves take on human qualities of pride, the people as a whole are waging war and 
suff ering, and the city itself is adorned with the particularly Latvian medal of heroism, 
the Order of Lāčplēsis. Skalbe  observes explicitly that this was a new development and 
distinguishes between recent images of Riga associated with Germans and Jews, and 
the new Riga of the Latvians. He puts Riga at the center of Latvian national life, its 
“heart” and “soul” and “will” and not, as might have been the case a few years earlier, 
an image of primal rural happiness. As if to emphasize the urban aspect, he mentions 
the streets as the conduits where the strength of the people will fl ow: 

During these days I saw Latvian Riga. I had never seen it so proud and beautiful. 
What was it that made it seem that the buildings and towers were taller and stand 
stronger on the ground? It wasn’t the stern statures of the soldiers which brought 
heroic glory into the streets. It seemed as if the people had also grown a head tall-
er during that time. The whole city wages war. That is something unprecedented. 
The whole city is at the front lines, women wage war, children wage war, about 
whom the newspapers have those simple, touching memorial words: “Our little 

203 Z , p. 29.
204 A , p. 11.
205 Ibidem. On the lack of equipment, see O , p. 1.
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girl died from an enemy shell.” Shrapnel explodes among the buildings, but no-
body complains, nobody says: we must leave Riga. The whole city wages war. On 
some days, it renews itself virtuously. It shakes off  its cowardice. We see a young, 
heroic face. That is Latvian Riga. Up to now we had seen only a German and a 
Jewish Riga. During these days, Latvian Riga was born, which will be our heart, 
our soul, our will. Our fi ght for independence has torn all of Latvia along with it. 
These streets will be like rivers which open themselves to the wellsprings of the 
people’s power. The banks of the Daugava have brought our ancient heroic sagas 
to life. Lāčplēsis, of course, is only a fairy tale, but we feel and see that he grew 
out of all shoulders and rose up on the banks of the Daugava and turned his breast 
against the foe. The fi ght has only just begun. But the worst is over. Our young 
army has shown its heroism. It has earned the Order of Lāčplēsis. And, when that 
symbol has been wrought into the memorial of our fi ght for independence, then 
the city of Riga will be able to proudly pin it on her gates. We will have Latvian 
Riga.206

But it is also in Skalbe’s  piece that we see that Riga is not the only symbolic focus 
of “Latvianness” at this time, despite the battle. The city must compete with the ancient 
Latvian symbol of the Daugava River, the centerpiece of ancient Latvian mythology. 
The battle against Bermondt-Avalov  was fought along its banks, not only in Riga, but 
at the crossing points south of the city as well, and Skalbe  skillfully draws on the my-
thology of Lāčplēsis ’ epic battle at the river’s edge. 

The Lāčplēsis epic is similar to the other newly-created national mythologies of 
northeastern Europe, the Finnish Kalevala and the Estonian Kavelipoeg, in that it is a 
product of nineteenth century nationalist poetry constructed out of traces of folk stories 
and legends. In 1888 Andrejs Pumpurs  (1841-1902) had taken a relatively minor fi gure 
from Latvian oral folk tradition and created an epic hero who must fi ght off  foreign 
enemies. The story gradually gained popularity and by 1905 was already being used 
as a political allegory in the national struggle, for example in the play Uguns un Nakts 
(Fire and Night) by Jānis Rainis . The Latvian story of Lāčplēsis  turns out diff erently 
from the Finnish and Estonian epics, however. The ending is ambiguous. Instead of 
slaying the national foe—the German “Black Knight” no less—and emerging trium-
phant,  Lāčplēsis  falls into the river, still locked in mortal combat with the enemy. The 
two adversaries disappear into the Daugava from where they will emerge at some point 
in the future to fi nish their battle. Since the victory over Bermondt-Avalov’s  army at 
the Daugava was in fact decisive, the analogy cannot be stretched too far by the Lat-
vian authors and does not fi t as well as it did in 1905 or would later, when the theme 
emerged again in 1988.207 For decades, however, the bear-slayer topos became closely 
asso ciated with the battles of 1919. During the interwar years Pumpurs ’ epic became 
a staple in the Latvian education system. While the story’s ambiguity lends itself to 

206 S , Mazās piezīmes in: Iksens, pp. 95-96. Emphasis in the original. The original Lat-
vian can be found at the back of this volume. See “The birth of Latvian Riga.”

207 In the perestroika period the legend was again mobilized for the national cause in a rock 
opera Lāčplēsis by Z. Liepiņš and Māra Zālīte. See the entry on Pumpurs in: P , Dic-
tionary, p. 127.
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the national tragedy during and after the Second World War more than to the Latvian 
triumph of 1919-1920, it remained associated with the latter through the century.208

Latvian authors of late 1919 found other allegories for the city of Riga as well, 
outside the canon of Latvian mythology. They put themselves and their city into the 
wider context of European and world history. Edvarts Virza  (1883-1940), a Latvian 
poet writing in late 1919, puts the battle for Riga back into the context of the First 
World War, taking the symbolic position of the city for Latvians now in 1919 back into 
1915—either as a memory of what was felt then or, if we consider Skalbe’s  observa-
tions, as a projection back in time of what had now changed in Latvian perceptions of 
their city as a national capital under siege. Listed alongside French and Belgian cities 
which had suff ered under German guns in the Great War such as Verdun, Reims, and 
Ypres, Riga’s fate is portrayed as yet more horrible. Virza  notes that half the city is 
occupied by the enemy and must stand by and watch as gun emplacements on one 
side of the river systematically destroy the rest of the city. Germany, the enemy of the 
world, was now throwing shells into the “gardens and boulevards, destroying every-
thing which Latvians had built over decades and centuries.”209 Here, Riga is an ancient 
Latvian place and the Latvian author watches his city fall into ruin and experiences a 
loss of place with the same horror as German witnesses in Riga had been experiencing 
already for several years.

Further on, Virza  describes the new generation which had grown out of the battles in 
Riga and along the Daugava, a generation which has shed naïve nationalism and will-
ingness to compromise and was now fi ghting for its fatherland and freedom, “accord-
ing to the great and classical examples set by old peoples of culture.” Riga is Latvia’s 
“Thermopylae and Verdun.” In these analogies to earlier events in the west during the 
world war and in ancient western history, we can read Latvia’s symbolic march into the 
western and world-wide context: The nation was now fi ghting the world’s enemy in a 
place worthy of comparison to the ancient and modern places, alongside others who 
had fought the same battle through the ages.

Later, immediately following the Latvian counterattack which pushed the Germans 
back from the city, Virza  again put Riga at the center of Latvia’s founding myth, adding 
Christian mythology to Skalbe’s pagan imagery. Latvian Riga was “our Golgotha and 
place of victory” having “gloriously gone into battle and, although destroyed, risen 
again, in order to live for eternity as a witness to all future Latvian achievements.” He 
includes the Daugava as well as “our Savior”: Latvia’s mythical river martyred on now 
holy ground.210

208 For a discussion of the Lāčplēsis epic and its role in Latvian history in the twentieth century, 
see K , especially pp. 15 and 37-49.

209 V , Varonīgā Rīga, quote on p. 117; This interpretation is reminiscent of the Polish 
self-perception following the November Uprising. Poland was fi ghting its own Thermopy-
lae, a desperate battle of a small nation to defend all of Europe against the “brutal hordes of 
Muscovy.” Here, however, Poland was not mirroring and joining Europe, but essentially was 
the arm of Europe defending itself. See J , passim.

210 V , Pa uzvaras pēdām.
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Kārlis Skalbe  had also already used the Golgotha imagery to describe Riga in June, 
saying about the city: “Here is the way of our dreams. Here is our Golgotha. These are 
the streets where our people were lynched. This is the place where the loyalty of our 
soldiers was crucifi ed and mocked.”211 This was after the experience of Bolshevism and 
he may have been referring to either the false hopes aroused by the revolution which 
had led the rifl emen astray or the mishandling of the Latvian contingents in the Landes-
wehr campaign to free Riga. The reference might be to the “white terror” itself. But he 
may also be referring to the same betrayal that Anna Brigadere  had bemoaned after the 
horrendous bloodletting during the botched Christmas battles at the gates of Riga in the 
winter of 1916-1917.212 

With the advent of Latvian independence in the midst of a war, the holy ground for 
memory of the war was the Brethren Cemetery. Two thousand martyrs who had died so 
that the new nation might live were interred. As shown in the description of the Latvian 
independence celebrations of 1919, the Latvian War of Independence was considered 
a continuation of the ongoing war against Germany, fusing the entire fi ve-year confl ict 
into a coherent whole that conveniently diluted the internal divisions and shifting al-
liances of Latvians fi ghting for various causes. The cemetery served as a place where 
that continuity and coherence was celebrated and the new nation consecrated. There 
were no separate sections of graves for the fallen of diff erent phases of the war, nor 
were there any outward signs of the various allegiances of the fallen. This integrated 
interpretation came about in late 1919 while the climactic battle for the city against 
the Bermondt-Avalov  forces was still raging. Edvarts Virza , describing the burial of 
sixteen “defenders of the Daugava” at the cemetery in late October of 1919, wrote that 
they now returned to the cemetery that lay as if it had been forgotten. Latvians had, he 
goes on, almost forgotten those who died before. People suddenly began to remember 
the fi rst of the fallen and carried to them the bodies of the recent fallen as a sacrifi ce. It 
was as if there were a conversation between the dead of 1916 and those of 1919, “at the 
sandy gates of death.” The already interred, wrote Virza , who look as if they died on 
some winter evening in the Tirul swamps or at Machine Gun Hill—these are references 
to battles in 1916-1917—asked where the newcomers were from. The newly fallen 
would answer: 

“We come from the trenches on the Daugava. Up there it is autumn and the  battle 
continues, we are standing strong and falling because we do not retreat. The 
struggle with the Germans is not over yet, all are now soldiers and are in the field, 
the tree of our people is losing one leaf after another, but it is strong and feels 
immortal. [...] While you slept, Latvia rose up and is now fighting on all sides. 
Latvia is ruled by Latvians, but we are not yet free of the Germans. They have 
come all the way to Riga, they are stopped at the banks of the Daugava, but they 
are stopped, they are falling, not one will leave our land alive. The whole people 
[tauta] feels its freedom is at the gates and is ready to march through them with 
weapon in hand.”

211 S , Mazās piezīmes in: Kopoti raksti, p. 22-23.
212 B , p. 11.
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Upon hearing this, the dead of 1916 strive to exit their earthy grave and rush to help, 
but find no door.213

These Latvian literary and memoir sources on the Bermondt-Avalov battles illus-
trate several themes in the Latvian national narrative of the war, both stretching back 
in time to 1914 or integrating new elements specifi c to 1919. Divisions within Latvian 
society and Latvian wartime experience are not part of this story once the crisis reaches 
its climax. They can only dissolve as the people unite as a nation on native soil and 
do battle with their age-old, traditional enemies in a narrative continuity that crosses 
the political frontiers of 1918 and 1917, and the battles of 1916, and reaches back into 
mythology. Riga emerges now as a new national capital forged in war. Even as the war 
continued in the east of the country and real divisions remained, belying to some degree 
this idealized national narrative, the political reality did look more unifi ed than a few 
months before. Some moderation was found, including compromises with the other 
nationalities, and the creation of stable institutions was soon underway. 

Nation and Church

A look at the role of churches during this period can serve as an example of how this 
moderation played out. The Latvian Lutheran congregation of the St. Martin Church, 
like several other congregations in the city, had lost its pastor to the Bolsheviks in the 
late spring of 1919. Pastor Pēteris Rozenbergs  had been imprisoned and died shortly af-
ter his release. Gustavs Šaurums , a man in his late thirties who had arrived in Riga from 
Libau (Liepāja) only shortly before as a deacon, now took over as pastor.214 During 
the Bermondt-Avalov  siege of Riga, when his congregation found itself on the wrong 
side of the river, amidst the occupying troops and close to the front line of battle, he 
preached a message of hope to his congregation.215 Shortly after the Bermondt-Avalov 
siege was lifted, on the day the Latvian state celebrated its fi rst birthday with memori-
als, speeches, and marches, on 18 November 1919, he tapped into an ancient biblical 
narrative, linking Latvia’s fate to that of other redeemed peoples throughout the ages, 
much as Latvia’s poets were linking the Latvian war to that of the Entente. He compa-
red the recent trials of the Latvian people to those of the ancient Israelites as explained 
by the prophet Samuel. Catastrophic losses had befallen them when they abandoned 
their faith, their territory ravaged. When they recovered their faith in God, however, 
they were led to victory over their enemies and could return them to their rightful terri-
tory. Why had God helped Latvia?

Because our government started to pay serious attention to spiritual matters, 
which had been harshly neglected. A new consistory has been created, a depart-
ment of spiritual aff airs, our heroic soldiers are again hearing the Word of God, 

213 V , Varoņu Bēres, p. 133. The original Latvian can be found at the back of this volume. 
See “From the trenches on the Daugava.”

214 There is an entry for Šaurums in Švabe, Vol. XXI, p. 41534.
215 S  , pp. 50-55. The book was printed using an older Latvian orthography, hence the 

alternative spelling of Šaurums.
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from pastors especially appointed for them, in a word, the government is obliging 
the people’s spiritual needs. And look: God is shining His light on our Father-
land.216

Perhaps Pastor Šaurums  chose not to mention another allegory that the story of 
Samuel off ered the Latvian people that November. They had not only fallen away from 
the faith in terms of failing to create the institutions of a state church—the aspect that 
he focuses on. Since long before the war, but especially since the spring of 1917, a large 
part of the Latvian population had turned away from traditional religion and sought 
redemption through politics, including radical and violent forms of socialism. The Lat-
vian rifl emen, some of whom were even then still fi ghting for the Red Army on the 
distant fronts of the Russian Civil War, were at times among the most politically radi-
cal soldiers in the world. The state atheism of the Stučka  regime had been carried and 
supported by Latvian radicalism—the same radicalism that had burned the churches 
and martyred the pastors in 1905 had returned in 1919. The new Latvian state under 
Ulmanis  appeared in its liberal guise and began setting up the institutions of ceremonial 
Lutheranism, but that was not a forgone conclusion in early to mid-1919. It was perhaps 
part of the general trend towards moderation along western models that now set in. The 
state would neither mandate nor oppose religion, but side with a traditional denomina-
tion with state support in a form typical of Scandinavia or Western Europe.

Another example from the public context of religion can also serve as an example 
for the political moderation of the population, even while it shows the immoderate use 
of state power as nationalist demands began to push back in the 1920s against com-
promise solutions. It also shows how the war made the city, already demographically 
“Latvianizing” before the war, into the center of Latvian national life. In the years 
before the war, the Latvian-speaking population of Riga had been growing faster than 
the ability of the Lutheran churches to absorb them. There were between twenty and 
thirty thousand believers per Latvian minister. Some churches even stopped taking new 
members. Newcomers to the city found themselves going from one church to another 
without being taken in. In this context, new congregations were founded.

One of these new congregations was the Miera [“Peace”] congregation, formed 
in 1911.217 At fi rst, not having been granted permission to use the St. Paul church, the 
Miera congregation met in a school on Suvorov Strasse, but continued to grow beyond 
the capacity of the available rooms.218 By 1914, they had over four thousand members, 
many of them from the Latvian intelligentsia and propertied classes.. Starting in May 
of that year, they gained access to the St. Paul Church, sharing it with another Latvian 

216 Ibidem, p. 53. “Tas noticis tadēl, ka valdība sāk nopietnu vērību piegriest garīgām lietām, 
kas pēdējā laika bija palikušas stipri novārtā. Ir nodibināta jauna konsistorija, garīgu lietu 
departaments, tiek atkal mūsu brašājiem kareiviem sludināti dievvārdi, tiek viņiem iecelti se-
višķi mācitāji, ar vārdu sakot, valdība ir istrādijusi vīslielāko pretimnakšanu tautas garigām 
vajadzībām. Un te nu mēs redzam auglus: Dieva žēlastības saulīte ir atspīdejusi pār mūsu 
dzimteni…”

217 Rīgas Doma Baznīcas Latviešu (agr. Miera) Draudze, p. 7.
218 Ibidem, p. 8.
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congregation, and began talks with the mayor about property for a building of their 
own.219 The war interrupted the planning, however. 

Under the Bolsheviks in 1919, communist use of the church and lack of members—
the pastor had fl ed now as well—led the Miera congregation to combine with that of the 
St. Paul Church. The church administration returned later that year but now, according 
to the church’s offi  cial memoir, it was no longer the time to think about building a new 
church. It was time for a Latvian congregation in the city center, where most of the 
members now lived: “History pointed to the St. James Church.”220

During the early years of the war, still under Russian rule, the St. James Church had 
been used by the military garrison. In September of 1919, it was still a garrison church. 
When Edgars Bergs , the Miera congregation pastor since 1914, returned from exile 
and was elected pastor for the garrison congregation as well, the two congregations be-
gan to worship together at St. James.221 The Miera congregation had now moved from 
over a mile away into the Old City. During the Bermondt-Avalov  attack in October 
and November of 1919, the congregations retreated to the Old Gertrude Church, a few 
hundred meters past the Esplanade, northeast of downtown. After the liberation of the 
city, they returned to the St. Jacob Church and, starting in December, regular services 
were established there. Now there were two services there each Sunday, one in Latvian 
and one in German.222

The Miera congregation’s status continued to grow. The Catholics of Riga had been 
promised a cathedral in the city center. It was a political and symbolic necessity to 
provide Latvian Catholics—representing Latgalia, the third geo-cultural building block 
of modern Latvia after Livonia and Courland—a central church in the new national 
capital as a symbol of their integration into the new national community,223 even if 
there were relatively few Latvian Catholics in Riga itself. Even before the concordat 
with the Vatican in 1922, the St. James Church was being considered, as it had been a 
Catholic church during the period of Polish rule centuries earlier. In 1923, the Catholics 
moved in and the Miera congregation moved into the Riga Cathedral, the city’s largest 
and most prestigious church,224 according to one account having been invited by the 
German cathedral congregation.225

Things got tight in the cathedral, however, when, in 1926, the newly formed gar-
rison congregation of the Latvian armed forces demanded a large church in the city 
 center, arguing that they deserved their own church, having liberated the country.226 
They were granted use of the cathedral and given a large section of the cathedral ceme-

219 Ibidem, pp. 9-14.
220 Ibidem, pp. 14-15.
221 Ibidem, p. 16.
222 Ibidem.
223 T -T , p. 2.
224 Rīgas Doma Baznīcas Latviešu Draudze, p. 18.
225 T -T , p. 2.
226 The Germans, of course, rejected this interpretation of history, seeing the liberation from 

Russia as the achievement of the Kaiser’s army and claiming no small part of the credit for 
the liberation from Bolshevism for the Baltic German Landeswehr units.
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tery land in the local forest to bury their dead. But the garrison congregation demanded 
the right to co-administer the church as well. The German cathedral congregation tried 
to give ground by off ering the Miera congregation half ownership of the building and 
other property. The garrison congregation would be off ered “guest rights.”227 What 
eventually happened refl ects the Latvian predominance that the war had brought about, 
lingering tensions between the nationalities and the tensions and divisions within the 
Latvian community itself, but also the willingness on the part of the population to even-
tually reach compromises. 

The garrison congregation, representing the Lutherans of the armed forces, de-
manded more than simply guest status, but neither the Latvian High Church Council 
nor the General Synod supported them, instead insisting on a compromise with the 
Miera congregation. In 1931, both the Latvian parliament and a national plebiscite 
rejected bills that would disenfranchise the German congregation and turn the church 
over to sole Latvian ownership. In September 1931, however, three weeks after the 
plebiscite, the Latvian government passed an “emergency order” doing exactly that.228 
The church was now completely in Latvian hands and eff orts at compromise had failed 
in the face of state demands for national prestige. People on the ground as well as their 
representatives had been willing to seek compromise, but the state forced the issue in 
favor of the armed forces and Latvian exclusiveness.

Conclusions

It can come as no surprise that the Latvians, the political and ultimately military win-
ners of the war, emerged also as the demographic victors. They came out of it with 
their own, new national state and had more reason than any of the other peoples to stay 
and populate it. The war made Riga more Latvian in every sense of the word. Even 
though Latvian territory did not recover from the massive population losses of the war 
for several more decades, and Riga again reached its 1913 overall population levels 
only after the Second World War, the absolute number of Latvians in the city already 
matched its prewar levels by 1930. The decline in the Latvian urban population was 
quickly made up by people moving into the city and the return of countless refugees 
from various points in Russia. Latvians remained the unchallenged absolute majority 
in the city, reaching a highpoint in the late thirties and early forties, until the avalanche 
of russifi cation and Sovietization beginning in 1945.

However, the political and demographic conquest of the city sealed in 1919 did 
not—despite the poetic eff orts of men like Skalbe  and Virza— complete the symbolic 
takeover of the city. While moderate socialists were part of the interwar Latvian main-
stream, many more radical ideological opponents on the left had fl ed to Soviet Russia 
and would either be massacred in Stalin’s  Great Terror of the 1930s or return to Latvia 
with Soviet power in 1940. Non-Latvian elements, primarily the Baltic Germans, re-
mained in Riga. Even while the new Latvian state which emerged from the war was 
relatively liberal in terms of granting educational and cultural autonomy to its minori-

227 T -T , p. 2.
228 Ibidem, pp. 3-4.
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ties, the public face and physical space of the capital was still to be Latvianized. The 
interwar years were marked by eff orts to both rebuild the prewar economic power of 
the city—including failed eff orts to have the factories returned from Russia—as well as 
to culturally redefi ne the city as a Latvian place, a process symbolized by the march of 
the Miera congregation from the outer districts in 1911 to sharing the cathedral with the 
garrison congregation twenty years later. The creation of permanent monumental and 
commemorative art at the Brethren Cemetery and the erection of the Freedom Monu-
ment in the 1930s were the most obvious visual expressions of that process. More am-
bitious plans to redesign the downtown area, especially in the 1930s, were less dramatic 
than in some other cities during the interwar years, but were part of an explicit project 
to turn the “German labyrinth” into Latvian national space. While some more radical 
plans such as the creation of a large victory memorial complex remained unfulfi lled, 
some less dramatic architectural changes were made to shape a Latvian capital in the 
1930s. The most dramatic was the tearing down of several buildings to create a new 
square adjacent to the cathedral in the old city, an act personally advocated by Presi-
dent Ulmanis  and hotly disputed between the Latvian and German press over issues of 
cultural heritage and cultural-national ownership of the city’s history.229 The Latvians 
had won the war and claimed their city, but were never uncompromising, united, or 
powerful enough to impose a complely unifi ed narrative and Latvianized cit yscape.

229 See F , pp. 223ff , especially pp. 241ff ; P , Latvians, pp. 135-138. During the 
1930s, the “Labyrinth of the Germans” (“Labyrinth der Deutschen”) was a derogatory term 
used in the press to describe the Riga city center. F , pp. 223-224.
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3   Riga’s Russians and the War

The members of the Russian community were socio-economically very diverse and 
included an elite population of factory owners and merchants, as well as imperial gu-
berniia and military offi  cials. The majority of Riga’s Russians, however, belonged to 
the working classes and lived in the corresponding parts of town. Before the war, the 
88,737 Russians represented almost 19 percent of the population and were thus half 
as numerous as the Latvians. The military garrison, not counted in all the census data, 
probably increased their percentage somewhat.1 They lived more or less evenly distrib-
uted with approximately eight thousand people per district to the north of the railway 
line and on the left bank of the Düna. South of the railway line, however, they were 
a plurality in the district Moskau I (14,413) and an absolute majority in Moskau IV 
(18,835)—see Map 1 or the “small Moskauer Vorstadt” in Map 2. This part of the city 
was the closest thing Riga had to a Russian quarter, especially considering the fact that 
the Jews, most of whom in the lower social strata spoke primarily Russian, were also 
numerous in those areas (with 11,023 in Moskau I).2 Even so, consistent with what we 
know about Riga as a city without sharp spatial ethnic divisions, only 37.5 percent of 
those who indicated Russian as their language of everyday use lived in this part of the 
city.3

There was no tightly knit Russian community in Riga, despite the russifi cation of 
the Baltic provinces since the 1880s and state subsidies for Russian organizations, cul-
ture, churches, and newspapers. City business was recorded in writing in Russian, but 
only partly conducted in Russian. Russians were proportionately underrepresented in 
local government and there was no zemstvo in the area, but instead a somewhat Rus-
sianized version of traditional, Baltic administrative structures. At the time the war 
broke out, the Russians were still lagging far behind the Germans and the Latvians in 
terms of educational levels and literacy, factors which contributed somewhat to their 
low level of self-organization.4 The most signifi cant binding factor in Russian societal 
life was the church. Of the 99,985 people who indicated that Russian was their pri-
mary language, 62,404—almost two thirds—were Russian Orthodox. Almost fi fteen 
thousand more were Old Believers, descendents of Russians who had fl ed persecution 
rather than change their traditional form of Orthodox worship following seventeenth 
century reforms in the liturgy.5

Over the course of the war, the Russians of Riga were the biggest demographic 
losers in the city. They lost over two thirds of their number in the city center and over 
75 percent of their number in other parts of the city, even more than 80 percent in those 
parts of the city where they had previously been the largest group, the Moskauer re-

1 LVVA 2791/1/164, p. 72. The chart on page 62 of the fi le gives a total Russian population of 
99,985, a fi gure which might include the military garrison.

2 Ibidem.
3 Ibidem, p. 71.
4 B , pp. 3-4.
5 LVVA 2791/1/164, p. 62. Over sixteen thousand Russian speakers were Roman Catholic. 

Almost all the rest were Jews.
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gions (see tables 2 and 4). The massive move of refugees into and through Riga in the 
summer of 1915 could hardly compensate, since most of the arrivals came from Lat-
vian and Lithuanian areas and many were non-Russianized, Yiddish, German or Polish 
speaking Jews from Poland. The refugee count in April of 1916 revealed that only 294 
of the over thirty thousand refugees in the city were of Russian nationality, fewer than 
one percent.6 By September of 1917, Russians made up only 7.8 percent of the Riga 
population. By that time, of course, the German army had occupied the city, with the 
obvious result that the thousands of Russian military personnel—unaccounted for in 
the data presented here—were now gone as well, along with Russian state power in the 
city. From 1914 to 1917, especially starting in 1915, however, before the fall of the city 
to the Germans, there were tens of thousands of Russian soldiers in the city. Since Riga 
was close to the front and was the headquarters of the Twelfth Army, Russian offi  cers 
made up a new layer of “upper class” visitors frequenting the downtown establish-
ments, while tens of thousands of Russian peasant and urban working-class soldiers 
were housed in the empty factories and abandoned apartment buildings all over the city. 
Starting with the summer following the February Revolution of 1917 at the latest, this 
mass of Russians who had had no connection to the city before the war began to play an 
active part in city life. However, there is very little fi rst-hand information about them.

Not only the archives appear to be more forcoming with the other nationalities; 
even fi rst hand accounts from Russian authors are rare compared with the plethora of 
memoires and diaries available from the German and Latvian populations. Memoirs 
of Russians who experienced the war in Riga are known only from two, admittedly 
important, fi gures: M.D. Felichkin , the police chief from 1915 to 1917, and P.G. Kur-
lov , the governor general of the Baltic Provinces. The political but often ground-level 
account by the journalist Berezhanskii  can be counted in this context as well.7 The 
Kurlov  memoir off ers little information about the city, although it does confi rm the 
impression given above in the German chapter about Latvian anti-German sentiment 
and state eff orts to mitigate it (see Part II, Chapter 1, “Anti-German Policies” above). 
The Berezhanskii  accounts, corroborated with Russian press reports of the time, diff er 
little from the German perspective and may serve as strong evidence that much of the 
1919 period at least was experienced by the educated, better off  members of Russian 
minority with many of the same assumptions, perceptions, and mental maps as our 
German witnesses: bodily danger, fear of loss of status, and a range of feelings from 
skepticism to revulsion and, eventually, compromise with regard to Latvian political 
ambitions. For our story of the war as experienced by Riga’s Russians, therefore, we 
will start with the police chief, Felichkin , but then turn our attention to the most stable 
of Russia’s prewar institutions, the Orthodox Church. The result will be as much con-
fessional as national history. The impression is nonetheless strongly ethnic. Whether or 
not it represents an accurate portrayal of how the war looked to most of the city’s Rus-
sians, it does tell a story of what was both Russian and durable in Riga during wartime. 
Finally, the chapter will conclude with a look at some of the eff orts of Russians in Riga 

6 LVVA 51/1/13181, pp. 261-263.
7 K ; B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsia; I , P. Bermondt v Pribaltike, 

 F .
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to create Russian organizations in 1917 and 1919 and briefl y look at the emergence of 
a new postwar Russian society in Riga.

The prewar Russian perspective on Riga has been described as imperial in outlook.8 
Their mental map, one could argue, put Riga at the outskirts of a mighty Russian polity, 
an outpost on a frontier which now, in wartime, had become hostile. This is refl ected 
in the wartime experience of Riga’s Russians in several contexts, including the issue of 
simple demographics. The loss of the city for Russia was accompanied by the loss of 
many of the city’s Russians as well. It was no longer part of the larger Russian home-
land—so many Russians did not return.

M.D. Felichkin , a native of Odessa, came to Riga in September of 1915 after having 
served as police chief in Chita in the Russian Far East.9 With the outbreak of the war, 
he had sought to serve in the army, but was called to duty in a city he was entirely un-
familiar with. His fi rst view of the city impressed him deeply, although his description 
clearly indicates that he considered Riga to be Russian territory, albeit not essentially 
Russian. He notes the cleanliness and order of the streets unlike the “Russian” cities, 
Odessa and Chita, he was familiar with. If anything can be said to be a typically Rus-
sian perspective on wartime experience in Riga, these remarks by a newcomer are a 
good example. The Russian community did not have much of a local identity, and this 
was refl ected in their perspective, seeing Riga from the vantage point of the Russian 
interior.10

Felichkin  recorded his wartime experience in a serialized memoir published in a 
Riga daily in 1934. It is not known whether he was again living in Riga at that time. 
It seems highly unlikely that he would have been in the Soviet Union considering the 
diffi  culties he experienced in 1917. In his memoirs, he portrays himself engaged in a 
struggle to combat wartime vice which he saw as pervasive in Riga: corruption and 
prostitution, especially that involving high-ranking Russian offi  cers, alcohol consump-
tion despite wartime prohibition, especially among his own police force, and spying for 
the Germans. His wartime experience in Riga unfolds as an active struggle to keep the 
city and the regime running properly and cleanly, but more because that was his job 
than because of any particular relationship to Riga. His conduct in his confl ict with the 
governor over the issue of enforcing rules even when it was invonvenient for the gov-
ernor is a matter of personal honour more than ideology or, perhaps, a narrative made to 
please the Russian reader of the 1930s. While German accounts mention  Felichkin un-
favourably as someone who worked to root out German infl uence from 1915 to 1917, 

8 H , Stand, p. 391-397; I , Wahrnehumg, pp. 512-520.
9 Almost everything I was able to fi nd out about Felichkin comes from his own memoirs, 

serialized in the Russian newspaper in Riga, Segodnia vecherom between 8 September and 
15 November 1934. His account contains no dates, so it is often very diffi  cult to place his 
actions within a chronology of the city. He is also mentioned in H , Kriegschronik 
in a very negative light. There, the dates are exact, such as his participation in the search of 
the “Musse” club on 29 October 1915. See also entries for 22 July 1915 (his “herculean” 
eff orts against alcoholism and fornication) and 15 February 1917.

10 This topos of Russian attitudes toward the city was also the conclusion reached by 
H , Wahrnehmung des Wandels, pp. 512-520.
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the campaign Felichkin  described himself seems markedly unideological and, aside 
from some humorous anecdotes, unemotional.

He describes his entry into the city sometime in 1915 as a rather devious ruse. Ar-
riving to his assignment earlier than expected, he posed as a Russian colonel to start 
conversations with people, gathering information and getting a feel for the city and its 
police department before revealing his identity as the new police chief. One of his fi rst 
acts in offi  ce was to punish members of his own department whom he caught having 
what he called “jolly breakfasts” (veselye frishtyki) in the station: The breakfast tea can 
was fi lled with vodka in violation of the offi  cial prohibition on alcohol.11 While the 
evacuation had done away with much of the alcohol in the city, and the October order 
by governor Kelepovskii  required all sellers and holders of liquor to bring their supplies 
to a central location (the shop of one Michael Lund ) near the river, boxed and labelled 
for evacuation,12 Felichkin  seems to have taken special personal interest in following 
through and making Riga a dry city. He came into confl ict with the military hierarchy 
over several issues during his tenure in the city and clashed with those Russian military 
offi  cers who were unwilling to cooperate with the evacuation of alcohol. Felichkin  did 
not just take administrative action, though. He personally went into restaurants to smell 
coff ee cans for traces of liquor. His eff orts were crowned with success in that it had 
become almost impossible to fi nd liquor in the city. Some offi  cers were still bringing 
bottles in from Petrograd, but even the underground market had collapsed. He uncov-
ered the use of various ersatz substances for intoxication, such as cologne and polish, 
and even turned up an illegal distillery run by his own police offi  cers.13

He led raids to break up brothels—including one frequented by Russian fi eld grade 
offi  cers—and to stop alleged spying; he stood up to corrupt army commanders and 
vied with them for infl uence in higher places; he resigned from the police when the 
revolution came and escaped when captured by revolutionary forces. He did his job as a 
policeman, chose legality over personal spite or profi t, chose survival over martyrdom 
and published his account in a Russian Riga newspaper twenty years later. This Russian 
account could almost have taken place elsewhere. Very little about it beyond his initial 
impression of the city is specifi c to Riga. The various population groups are hardly 
mentioned. It was about keeping his own fi nger in the dam against the chaos that was 
wartime Russia, a struggle he could have waged elsewhere.14 Despite his unfavourable 

11 F , “Kak ia byl naznachan rizhskim politsmeisterom i kak ia pribyl v Rigu” [How 
I Was Designated the Police Chief of Riga and My Arrival in Riga], Segodnia vecherom, 8 
September 1934, p. 4.

12 LVVA 6065/1/124, p. 278.
13 F , “Kak ia vel voinu s tainym raspitiem alkogolia v rizhskikh restoranakh” [How 

I Waged War Against the Secret Consumption of Vodka in Riga Restaurants], Segodnia 
vecherom, 14 September 1934, p. 4; I , “Tainyi vinokurennyi zavod v nedrakh syskogo 
otdeleniia” [Secret Wine Distillery in the Depths of the Investigative Department], Segodnia 
vecherom, 15 September 1934.

14 H , Kriegschronik, entry on 29 October 1915 depicts Felichkin as leading a search 
of the Musse and interrogation of the men present. The club was then closed because card-
board lids with German writing and bookkeeping entries in German were discovered. This 
account implies that Felichkin and his police were petty enforcers of a ridiculous law.
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mention in German memoirs, he only mentions his role as a rigorous anti-German 
campaigner briefl y, implying that he was told by the governor that it might lead to his 
dismissal, an indication of the ambiguity of offi  cial Russian anti-Germanism early in 
the war.15

Felichkin’s  own narrative of his wartime experience conforms to some degree with 
the German stereotype of Russian offi  cials, men who uncompromisingly enforced Rus-
sian policy, albeit without the Germans’ accusations of pettiness. More broadly, it sets 
the stage for the discussion of the Russian church below. These Russians saw them-
selves in the war as loyal, uncompromisingly supportive of the war eff ort, and subjects 
fi rst and formost of the empire and were less rooted in the local situation. For them, the 
importance of their position in Riga, on the borderlands, was to defend the frontier of 
Russia against the empire’s enemies. 

The Russian Orthodox Church at War

On 9 September 1914, the Wondrous Holy Icon of the Mother of God Umilenie (“ten-
derness”) arrived at the Riga central train station from the Pechorsky-Pskov monas-
tery.16 It was an annual ceremony. She was to stay in Riga, like every year, until 5 
October before returning to the monastery. The icon was greeted by a number of Riga 
clergy, including Bishop Ioann , city and guberniia offi  cials, including the police chief 
and Governor Nikolai A. Zvegintsev  himself, and a crowd of the local Orthodox faith-
ful. Thirty minutes before the expected arrival of the icon, a cross procession led by the 
clergy left the cathedral to the sound of the cathedral bells. The procession was accom-
panied by military units and went on to the train station by way of Alexander Boulevard 
and Thronfolger Boulevard, two of the city’s main downtown thoroughfares. The icon 
was taken out to bless the crowd and placed in the small chapel across from the train 
station where the bishop said a short prayer. Then the procession accompanied the icon 
back to the cathedral where a liturgy was held before a large crowd. Later, the icon was 
moved again to the monastery of the Holy Trinity. Hinting at the religious tension in 
Riga, the Latvian Orthodox journal commented that the Lutherans were commenting 
negatively on the procession, saying that the Russians were taking their idol to Riga to 
worship it.17

The image of a Russian Orthodox procession running through downtown Riga was 
not unfamiliar to the population. Such processions had come before—for example, 
when the Peter I statue had been unveile—and would happen soon enough again, for 
example when processions and a mass prayer service were held on the Esplanade to 
mark the fi rst mass collection drive of the war in September of 1914.18 According to 
the few sources available, however, the theological signifi cance of the icon itself for a 
city at war was apparently not at the center of attention. The war had been going on for 

15 F , “Novyi gubernator proiavliaet cherty svoego predshestvennika” [The New Gov-
ernor Exhibits the Attributes of His Predessor], Segodnia vecherom, 28 September, 1934.

16 This event is recounted in Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, 1 October 1914, pp. 565-566.
17 Pareizticīgo Latviešu vēstnesis, 10 September 1914, p. 577.
18 H , Kriegschronik, 12 September 1914.
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less than eight weeks, but monumental battles had already been fought. The victories 
at Lemberg and East Prussia and the resounding defeat at Tannenberg were fresh in 
the minds of the population. But if Riga itself had been directly threatened in the fall 
of 1914, the history of the icon might have drawn more direct attention. According to 
the tradition, the Wondrous Icon of the Mother of God Umilenie had, in 1581, saved 
the city of Pskov from a Polish-Lithuanian army under Stefan Botary . Appearing mi-
raculously before the besiegers, she defended the city. After waging fruitless attempts 
to shoot at the apparition of the Virgin, the attackers retreated and Pskov was saved. 
There was a similar story that the Mother of God had made a wondrous defense of the 
city when Napoleon’s  armies approached in October of 1812. Aside from one appeal 
to call on Mary in prayer to beseech God to protect Riga in this time of war, there is no 
evidence that the ceremonies that day in 1914 drew any special signifi cance from the 
wartime visit.19 The German armies were not yet there; the rumble of artillery fi re had 
not yet become part of Riga’s daily life, and so church life also continued as normal.

It was around the same time, shortly after the outbreak of the war, that Russian 
and Latvian members of the city administration approached the mayor with a request 
to have the city ask the Russian Orthodox archbishop Ioann  to have the Church lead 
a procession with church banners and holy icons from the cathedral through the city 
with prayers for victory over Germany. Wilhelm von Bulmerincq , the German mayor, 
knowing that these kinds of processions might rouse some people to violence against 
the German population, rejected the idea, pointing out that the city leadership should 
concentrate on economic and not political issues. He also pointed out that the city 
administration had agreed to remain united in this crisis. The Russian and Latvian ini-
tiative showed that they were not holding up their end of the bargain. He did not back 
down to the threat that his refusal could have grave consequences for the Germans of 
Riga. The Latvians and Russians approached the Archbishop directly, but were refused. 
According to Bulmerincq’s  account, Archbishop Ioann  would often cooperate with the 
city to help calm the Russian population.20 

The following summer, when the Holy Synod ordered that solemn prayers for vic-
tory be held all throughout the empire, the streets of Riga were again fi lled with the 
Orthodox faithful, processions leading from each Orthodox church in the city to the 
Esplanade for a mass prayer, this time precisely the kind of event that Bulmerincq  had 
feared. According to a German witness, there was fear of a pogrom of some kind and 
the banks and most of the shops in the city stayed closed for the day.21

This was Russian Riga in public space, the imperial mask that the city wore on 
ceremonial occasions—and a hint at Riga’s station in the empire, an empire where 
anti-  German rioting would take place in other cities, an empire in which multi-ethnic 
cities were often marked at their center with a representative Orthodox cathedral. The 
Russian Orthodox Church had long been an integral part of the russifi cation drive, 

19 Pareizticīgo Latviešu vēstnesis, 10 September 1914, pp. 577-585.
20 B , p. 45.
21 H , Kriegschronik, 21 July 1915. The event is also described in Rizhskie 

 eparkhial’nye vedemosti, 1-15 July 1915, pp. 403-404, albeit without mention of the fear of 
a pogrom.



292

a campaign to force laws, language and the symbols of public space to conform to 
 empire-wide standards. During the war, the church was now supporting the state’s war 
eff orts as well as waging a confessional war of its own against the Lutheran enemy.

As part of the general, city-wide eff orts on behalf of all nationalities and religious 
groups to mitigate the social eff ects of the war, the Russian church began to mobilize 
the faithful for wartime charity work. In September of 1914, the Riga Orthodox Society 
of the Holy Cross was formed under the chairmanship of Bishop Ioann . The goal of the 
organization was to give material and spiritual support to those Orthodox believers who 
were in Riga for one reason or another and were not eligible for support from the city. 
It sought to provide money, shoes, clothes, shelter, educational materials, and other ser-
vices to the needy.22 Church eff orts also later included the organization of fund-raising 
by Russian organizations for Russian refugees in Riga, although the expected waves of 
Russian refugees never materialized.23 In April of 1915, the kitchen for the needy on the 
corner of Alexandrovskaia and Pernovskaia began a series of spiritual and moral read-
ings. The kitchen had been opened shortly before by the Women Workers Dormitory 
in the St. Sergius Monastery, which provided quarter and support for Orthodox women 
and girls or those seeking to convert to Orthodoxy. The readings sought to improve the 
moral life of the women.24

Like the other religious denominations and many public and private organizations 
in Riga and throughout the empire, the Russian Orthodox Church in Riga reacted to the 
outbreak of the war by moving to set up and support numerous military hospitals of var-
ious sizes. Each Russian Orthodox Church in the city was given charge of one or more 
of the city’s now numerous military hospitals for the purpose of providing sacraments, 
group prayer, religious discussions, readings, and serving any other religious needs the 
wounded soldiers may have.25 The Rizhskie eparchial’nye vedemosti, the journal of the 
Riga archdiocese, made calls to support the hospitals and the Red Cross. In addition, 
the local clergy, primarily the archpriest Pliss  and Bishop Ioann , frequently took part in 
opening ceremonies for hospitals set up under the auspices of non-orthodox institutions 
and individuals. This was usually accepted and apparently welcomed, an example of 
inter-ethnic and inter-religious harmony and cooperation, at least early in the war. One 
exception was reported in the Russian Orthodox press. A Russian Orthodox priest was 
prevented from performing a prayer at military hospital set up by the Old Believer 
congregation. “The appearance of the priestly chasuble caused fear and terror among 
the Old Believers,” who later moved the hospital even further from the center of town 
to keep the Orthodox clergy at a distance.26

The war brought the Russian church the opportunity to step up its eff orts against 
other religious persuasions by sharpening national divides and opening up the Latvian 
population to Orthodox infl uence as well as by bringing thousands of needy and lonely 

22 Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, 15 October 1914, p. 592.
23 See Ibidem, 1 May 1915, p. 280 for an example. The Slavonic Committee (Slavianskii 

komitet) took up a collection in April to help refugees.
24 Ibidem, 1 May 1915, p. 277.
25 Ibidem, 15 October 1914, p. 596.
26 Ibidem, 1 February 1915, pp. 97-98.
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wounded men into their reach. These eff orts were intended to prevent the Russian Or-
thodox faithful from abandoning their faith for other religions—which had been illegal 
until after the Revolution of 1905—and to convince those of other faiths to convert 
to Russian Orthodoxy.27 Such eff orts were not without historical precedent in the re-
gion. In the 1840s the Russian Orthodox Church had convinced thousands of Latvians 
and Estonians to abandon their faith and convert to Russian Orthodoxy. This wave of 
conversions, which was brought on by the agrarian crises following the freeing of the 
Baltic serfs, later caused great confusion and contributed to the inter-ethnic tension in 
the region during the period of russifi cation beginning later in the century.28 In 1913, 
there were over ten thousand Russian Orthodox believers in Riga who gave Latvian as 
their language of preference.29 During the war, Latvian religious loyalties were, as far 
as the Orthodox Church was concerned, instable and the eff ort was now stepped up to 
increase that number of Orthodox Latvians by converting Latvian Lutherans.

Before the war, conversion eff orts were focused on what the church literature re-
ferred to as sects, primarily small Protestant denominations such as the Baptists, but 
also including Old Believers and Catholics. Even before the outbreak of the war, so-
called “Popular Missionary” courses were opened in Riga in 1914 to keep people out 
of the arms of Old Believers and other sects, and to arm believers with the rhetorical 
and spiritual weapons needed to confront “deviation from Slavism” (“inoslaviia”) and 
“deviation from faith” (“inoveriia”). Over the course of the year, sixty-seven evening 
lectures and Bible discussions were held, intended to reveal the truth of Orthodox reve-
lation and the wrongness of the sects. The meetings were typically attended by 300-350 
participants, but sometimes drew up to fi ve hundred at a time.30 These courses contin-
ued up until the mass evacuation of the city in the summer of 1915. The in fact low 
conversion numbers indicate that most of the attendees were probably not Lutherans 
out looking for a new religion, but Orthodox believers taking refuge in their faith. The 
large amount of space given to such eff orts in the journal of the Riga diocese makes the 
perceived threat posed by small Protestant denominations seem larger than it was. The 
total number of non-Lutheran Protestants in Riga amounted to fewer than two thousand 
people in 1913.31 

27 Much of the information and interpretation in this section on Russian Orthodox missions was 
also presented in H , Crisis. That article compares the conversion attempts during the 
war with the much more successful eff orts of the 1840s.

28 According to Russian law, when marriages between a person of Russian Orthodox and an-
other faith produced children, the children were to be brought up in the Russian Orthodox 
faith. But Alexander II had made an exception to this rule for the Baltic provinces in 1864, 
so as more and more of the converted Latvians married, the more diluted the Orthodox Lat-
vian population became. In the generally Lutheran Latvian areas, the children were usually 
brought up Lutheran. But in 1884, Alexander III reversed the Baltic exception—and reversed 
it retroactively. In the resulting confusion, approximately two hundred German pastors were 
put on trial for having baptized ostensibly Orthodox children as Lutherans. See H , Cri-
sis; H , pp. 41-42; P , pp. 404-407.

29 LVVA 2791/1/164, p. 62. See also B , p. 43.
30 Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, 15 May 1915, p. 300.
31 LVVA, 2791/1/164, p. 62.
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But the international crisis gave the eff orts new energy and new meaning in the con-
text of the religious and ethnic implications the war had in the Baltic. The Riga clergy 
claimed to sense a change of mood among the Latvian population after the outbreak of 
the war. In an article published in early 1915, they reported that Latvians now demon-
strated greater patriotism for Russia and a more positive attitude toward the Russian 
Orthodox clergy. They had become convinced, according to these accounts, that their 
independent existence was entirely in the hands of the “great Russian people” and con-
cluded that the Latvians were therefore striving to unite with the Russians, the unity of 
faith being the “truest” form of unity available.32 The sentiments expressed by a group 
of Russian Orthodox Latvians living in Petrograd in February of 1915 confi rm these 
conclusions. The Germans had instituted Catholicism and later Lutheranism by force, 
they argued, destroying the Orthodoxy that had taken root before. Latvians were, fur-
thermore, thankful for Russian protection and the free spirit of Orthodoxy which pre-
served Latvian nationality while deepening the bonds of geography and family which 
bound the two peoples together.33

The Lutheran church, which had been the target of some criticism before the war 
but had been, for the most part, off  limits to frontal attacks, now became the focus of 
Russian Orthodox vitriol. It is diffi  cult to discern how high up in the Russian Orthodox 
hierarchy the organizational center and driving force of the conversion campaign was. 
It appears to have been conceived to cover at least the three Baltic provinces, but had 
the most success in Riga. While the organizational structure remains hidden, the lim-
ited sources can give us some insight into the methods used by the Russian Orthodox 
Church. These methods exploited the general crisis brought on by the war. Missionaries 
were sent to refugee camps, dormitories, and military hospitals to witness to the needy 
and the wounded. These visits also included the distribution of propaganda brochures 
and leafl ets. Latvian newspapers complained about this strategy,34 but the Russian Or-
thodox Church was apparently not alone in using it, as there was also a leafl et campaign 
by Protestants.

Articles in the Riga Russian Orthodox Church journal indicate the likely arguments 
being used by these missionaries in their encounters with potential converts. A long arti-
cle by one probable convert, an anonymous Latvian Lutheran, argued that Lutheranism 
was in a deep crisis. The atrocities being committed by Germans in Belgium, Poland, 
and other areas against art, science, and all cultures, as well as the the German decla-
ration of war itself, clearly demonstrated the failure of their religion. This, the author 
wrote, had been a shock for Latvians. Somewhat naively portraying the prewar church 

32 Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, 15 February 1915, p. 165.
33 Ibidem, 15 March-1 April, 1915, pp. 221-223. These were pre-evacuation Latvians living 

in Petrograd, so it is diffi  cult to draw conclusions about sentiment in Livonia and Riga. The 
publication of the speech in a Russian Orthodox journal in Riga does, however, shed light 
on Russian perceptions of Latvian attitudes and how they would like them portrayed. That 
seems to confi rm the fi ndings of I , which suggest there was a continuity between 
pre-Soviet and Soviet discourses in Russian about the paternal relationship between Russia 
and Baltic peoples.

34 Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, 1 January 1916, p. 31.



295

as being completely Germanized, which it no longer was, he wrote that Latvians had 
been taught all their lives by their pastors and other leaders to honor all things German. 
German claims that the evil was being committed by non-believers could not hold up 
to closer examination, since the Kaiser  was clearly a Lutheran. Lutheranism was failing 
in the most basic goal of religion, to tame the inner animal in man and bring people to 
Christ. It remains a “dead idol,” incapable of helping itself or others.35 Lutheranism was 
also attacked on more formal theological grounds. The Protestant reliance on scripture 
alone was deplored as an illusion and the dependence of that religion on the personality 
of individual clergy compared unfavorably with the Orthodox religious tradition, where 
individual priests could do little harm even if they were unworthy of their offi  ce.36

The Lutheran religion did not grow up in Latvia, the argument continues, but was 
forced on the local population. It had little real infl uence on the population, being 
preached by German pastors, members of the ruling elite who were now, according to 
the author, clearly hoping for German victory in the war. He goes on to argue that Lat-
vian pastors were no diff erent, some of them even trying out-do their German counter-
parts in expressing pro-German sentiment.37 In an argument that must have seemed 
brazen in its denial of recent russifi cation eff orts, he claimed that Latvian culture, poli-
tics, literature, and morals were naturally more closely related to those of the Russians 
and Russian Orthodoxy, which were never forced on the population.38 Several articles 
aim to remind the reader that Russian Orthodoxy was not a threat to Latvian national 
existence. On the contrary, it was thanks to the tsar and the Russians that the Latvians 
had survived as a people.39

This argumentation contains a mix of historical, theological, and national-patriotic 
elements. It draws directly on the confl ict and the resulting national tension and Latvian 
patriotism in a way that would not have been possible before July of 1914. Interest-
ingly, however, the only published account by a confi rmed convert which includes an 
explanation for her conversion, gives reasons for her conversion which are based solely 
on theology and, to a greater extent, the direct religious experience of the Orthodox 
liturgy. She does not rely on the ethnic, national or patriotic aspects of the argument at 
all.40

There was also an appeal being made to the Russian Orthodox clergy itself to 
change its methods and habits when working with the local population, which was used 
to Protestant church traditions. The status of minority religion could only be overcome 
by co-opting the tactics of the majority. According to this appeal, Lutheran pastors 
were intentionally sowing doubt about Russian Orthodoxy in their sermons and in their 
private conversations. They were using family networks and friendship ties to criticize 

35 Ibidem, 15 February 1915, pp. 112-117; a similar argumentation is refl ected in a summary of 
the contents of leafl ets distributed by Orthodox missionaries in hospitals: Ibidem, 1 January 
1916, p. 31.

36 Ibidem, 15 February 1915, pp. 116-118.
37 Unfortunately, the author gives no concrete examples of such behavior.
38 Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, no. 4, 15 February, pp. 119-123.
39 Ibidem, no. 6-7, 15 March-1 April 1915, p. 223.
40 This account is quoted at length in ibidem, no. 8, 15 April 1915, p. 249. 
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Orthodox dogma. The Orthodox clergy was less experienced and less numerous, more 
spread out than the Lutheran pastorate, making it diffi  cult to be there to counter these 
attacks. The Orthodox Church must, according to this argument, fi ght fi re with fi re and 
adopt these strategies: learn to preach and use the sermon as a central part of the Sun-
day service, learn to speak eff ectively, get to know members of the congregation, go 
into their homes and families and speak to them one-on-one.41 These ideas re fl ected the 
growing awareness of traditional weaknesses of Russian Orthodoxy, a church which 
had relied for centuries on tradition, state support, and the appeal of its liturgy and 
sacraments to maintain its status. The theological and organizational weaknesses were 
now particularly acute, in an open rivalry for the hearts and minds of a substantial 
population group.

The question remains as to how successful these eff orts at conversion actually were. 
A Russian report from January 1916, recounts the a substantial and “promising” state of 
“alarm” among Latvian Lutherans after being subjected to Russian Orthodox leafl ets. 
They were, according to the report, pausing to reevaluate their shaking German faith.42 
The Latvian Orthodox press reported a “marked increase” (“starke Zunahme”) of con-
versions from Lutheranism to Orthodoxy, particularly among the Latvian population, 
and put this development in the context of a process of melding between the Russians 
and Latvians, a claim denied by other Latvians.43 According to one source, total con-
versions for 1914 at the Riga Ascension Church, a purely Latvian congregation, were 
196 from Lutheranism, nine from Baptism, twelve from Roman Catholicism, and one 
from the Reformed Church, which made a total of 218 converts, with the trend continu-
ing into 1915.44 Meanwhile, conversions from Russian Orthodoxy to small Protestant 
denominations totaled only thirty-three people for all the Baltic Provinces combined—
compared to eighty for 1913.45 These numbers refl ect a change in the fl ow, but not 
the degree of success the Orthodox Church hoped for. Because of the massive loss of 
population which occurred in Riga before the next census in 1920, it is impossible to 
reconstruct the total numbers for the war beyond early 1915. In any case, this number 
of conversions is essentially invisible and hardly signifi cant against the background of 
the more general demographic upheavals and catastrophes befalling the city during the 
war period. The campaign was a failure.46

41 While the appeal to learn how to preach more eff ectively was part of a broader eff ort through-
out the empire, this specifi cally Baltic catalogue of strategies was recounted in ibidem, no. 
6-7, 15 March-1 April 1915, pp. 215-219.

42 Ibidem, no. 1, 1 January 1916, p. 31. This article includes a second-hand account of a Latvian 
pastor proposing changes in the Lutheran church to make it more like Russian Orthodoxy.

43 This is reported by H , Kriegschronik, entry for 18 March 1915, citing a Riga 
archdiocese paper (giving it the German title “Die Nachrichten der Rigaer Eparchie”) which 
he claims was welcoming the fusion of the two peoples. In this context there was also a dis-
agreement between the Latvian papers Dzimtenes Vestnesis and Jaunais Vards over whether 
or not the Latvians should be considered Slavs.

44 Rizhskie eparchial'nye vedemosti, no. 4, 15 February, p. 165.
45 Ibidem, no. 10, 15 May 1915, p. 305.
46 There are no numbers available on Orthodox Latvians in the 1920 data (H , p. 96 

gives data on nationality or confession, but not a combination showing both factors), so a 
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While some accounts refl ect enthusiasm and optimism about the conversion cam-
paign, there was some soul-searching in the church as to why there was no mass rush 
to convert. One article in the church journal addressed the failure directly. It asked 
what was preventing mass conversions of the local Lativan population to Orthodoxy, 
especially now that the war had shown the “bankruptcy” of the German spirit, a spirit 
shaped by Lutheranism; was it not shameful to be a Lutheran now? The article suggests 
several reasons for the low rate of conversions: For one, the force of habit was not to 
be underestimated. Secondly, Lutheranism was allegedly the easiest Christian religion 
to follow, all the diffi  cult obligations having been abandoned. All one had to do was 
believe, and you would be saved. Thirdly, until the anti-German measures taken by the 
government since the outbreak of the war, Lutheranism had been the most privileged 
religion in the region. It had the most land and money. Fourthly, the Latvians saw Or-
thodoxy as a Russian religion and did not want to be Russianized. Finally, there were 
few Orthodox churches in the region, and they were relatively poor.47 This catalogue 
of arguments is reminiscent of religious apologetics in general in that it places blame 
for the failure to convert on the circumstances and the subject of conversion, not on 
the theology. In this case, the potential converts appear to the believers as having been 
infl uenced by how easy a religion is to follow, by how powerful its earthly institutions 
are, and by national ambitions. It brings the broader case against Lutheran religion 
being made in the campaign back down to a prosaic level. Even when earthly confl icts 
coincide with the theological interpretation being off ered and the two sides manifest 
themselves in the opposing armies of nations at war, spiritual battles fail to rise to the 
level of universal Manichean confl ict as seen by the church. Instead, the whole question 
is reduced by believers and unbelievers alike to matters of personal convenience.

In general, although not considered in the Russian sources directly, we might be 
observing a simple lack of desire to change religion—with the bureaucratic, emotional, 
and family diffi  culties that conversion often entails—at a time when everything else 
was changing. The agrarian crisis of the 1840s had been a crisis of the status quo. Then, 
the change from a state of unmovable helplessness had been the purpose of individual 
and group action. Many of the tens of thousands of conversions can probably be at-
tributed to the rumors that free land was available for converts, land that would have 
been a direct solution to the land hunger behind the discontent.48 The crisis of 1914 

simple comparison is impossible. The diff erence between the number of Russians in the city 
and the number of Russian Orthodox and Old Believers in the city is no greater than a few 
thousand people. That is so small that we can at least be sure that no more than a few hun-
dred conversions took place during the whole war in Riga. Furthermore, it is highly unlikely 
that conditions in Bolshevik Russia favored a conversion campaign among the refugees and 
rifl emen there, especially considering the leftist political tendency among the Latvians who 
had not yet returned home by then.

47 Ibidem, no. 10, 15 May 1915, pp. 339-342. The only Latvian history I have noticed to men-
tion this campaign at all is Šilde, pp. 183-184. He confi rms the low number of converts and 
the national element in the campaign. The Latvian elites who were Orthodox were also the 
most Russianized. The Lutheran and Catholic religions, he argues, protected Latvians from 
Russianization.

48 See H , Crisis, for more on the 1840s campaign.
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and 1915 was diff erent. The world had become dangerous, but also unpredictable and 
chaotic. People were being uprooted, recruited, and separated from home and family. 
Crowds of refugees were moving into and through the area. Martial law was in eff ect. 
A religious reaction to the crisis might just as likely end up being a search for stability, 
familiarity, and control. All the churches enjoyed high rates of attendance, but not at 
the expense of each other. The reasons for converting off ered by the Russian Orthodox 
propaganda were linked to the crisis, but in a far more abstract way than in the 1840s. 
Especially when seen against the backdrop of emerging and rapidly growing political 
radicalism and nationalism among the Latvian population, it becomes apparent that any 
Latvian tendency to embrace ideological change on a personal or group level was not 
sought via an embrace with traditional Russia. Mass religious conversion is an arguably 
pre-modern form of rebellion.49 By now, however, the Latvians, especially those in the 
urban setting of an industrialized metropolis, were struggling with decidedly modern 
alternatives for political orientation, namely socialism and especially nationalism.

On 19 July 1915, Russian Orthodox Riga joined in the active evacuation of the city. 
Showing up for the morning liturgy in the cathedral, the massive building which the 
Russian state had placed as ostentatiously as possible in the center of the city, the Or-
thodox faithful found themselves in a half-empty church. Many of the icons and litur-
gical symbols had already been evacuated. Instead of the archbishop leading a liturgy, 
V. Shchukin , a priest from the seminary and frequent contributor to the diocese press, 
came forward to give a sermon.50

The sermon included much that refl ected the state-focused, imperial position of the 
church as well elements of Orthodox eschatology. Shchukin  started with a dramatic 
account of the dangers posed by the approaching “barbarian hordes” of Germans who 
could, at any moment, enter the city and start an orgy of destruction and plunder. He 
then began his appeal to abandon the city and fl ee into Russia. He compared Riga to 
Jerusalem when it was under attack by the Romans. It was thanks to the Jews who fl ed 
and survived, he argued, that Jewish and Christian religion survived the Roman attack. 
Similarly, Riga’s Orthodox congregation had a duty to preserve itself for the survival 
of Russia. Why, he asked, must Riga be subjected to this terrible fate? Was it not, like 
Jerusalem, a place of sin, drunkenness, prostitution, crime, and debauchery? Was it not, 
he asked, a place where some lived in great wealth while others were starving or froze 
to death on the street? Were not the commandments being ignored? Now, he said, Riga 
must face the wrath of God; those who still remained in the city had no choice but to 
fl ee and pray for mercy. Furthermore, it was their duty to society and country, he said, 
to fl ee—without hesitation, to any destination possible. He admonished his parishon-
ers to take everything with them that they could carry, and destroy the rest, leaving 
nothing to the merciless enemy: “Everywhere he treads he must fi nd only desert and 

49 H .
50 A transcript was published in the Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti, no. 15-16, 1-15 August 

1915 under title of “Flight as Duty” (Begstvo kak dolg) and in S , Na zloby, pp. 12-
16.
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ruins.”51 The Riga Orthodox Church had thus become a mouthpiece for the scorched-
earth  policy of the Russian military, a policy which had already uprooted hundreds 
of thousands of people and devastated wide areas of Poland, Lithuania, and western 
Russia. The panicked appeal of the Russian clergy almost certainly contributed to the 
demographic losses that Russian Orthodox population suff ered relative to other popu-
lation groups over the course of the war.

Very little is known about the Russian Orthodox priest V. Shchukin . We know that 
he lived and served in Riga during the opening years of the First World War, left the city 
with the other clergy in 1915, and continued to serve as part of the Riga archdiocese in 
other locations in Russia after that. He was an instructor at the seminary in Riga and 
editor of and frequent contributor to the offi  cial journal of the Riga archdiocese. We 
do not know his fi rst name, his age, or anything about his fate after 1917. Unlike many 
other Russian names that appear in the sources only once, however, he has left a paper 
trail. It includes articles and a sermon in the journal of the Riga archdiocese dating from 
the outbreak of the war through February 1917 and a booklet of sermons published in 
Nizhny Novgorod, where the personnel of the archdiocese of Riga was residing late in 
the war.52 In October of 1914, he is also mentioned in a list of Riga priests who were 
assigned to attend to the many military hospitals set up in Riga.53 It would appear that 
he was both directly involved in the day-to-day activities of the church in his capacity 
as priest as well as a public representative of the church through his writing and his 
sermons on important occasions in Riga. 

Some of Shchukin’s material is formulaic and theological, and it was all meant for 
public consumption, so was thus most certainly approved by the hierarchy. But much 
of it is not purely theological. It draws on or relates directly to wartime Riga, often 
from a rather personal, ground-level perspective. Thus, it is possible to reconstruct, to 
some degree, how the Russian church in Riga experienced the war through the public 
statements of one of its members.

The Riga we see refl ected in these writings is a Russian city with few if any particu-
lar qualities. This is best refl ected in the sermon just recounted. The sanctuary was full 
of people, but otherwise empty, mirroring to some extent the city after the evacuation 
of its factories and institutions. The candles and icons, all that which usually lend Or-
thodox churches their elaborate appearance and contemplative atmosphere, had been 
removed and brought to safety. In place of the usual liturgy, Father Shchukin  appealed 
to the people of Riga to fl ee, saying that fl ight before the approaching German enemy 
was the duty of every loyal citizen. Moreover, he even appealed to the people of Riga 
to destroy the city, leaving it as featureless and empty as the cathedral he was preaching 
in. He blames the city, not the empire or its leadership or even the enemy, for its fate, 

51 Much like religious organizations throughout Europe, the Russian Orthodox Church had 
been part of the war eff ort from the beginning, making, for example, the not untypical claim 
that the war had brought “the spirit” back to the people and given them the opportunity to 
demonstrate sacrifi ce for the common good and for the hope of eternal life. See Rizhskie 
eparkhial’nye vedemosti, no. 15, 1 August 1914, pp. 420-425.

52 It is unclear how long he had been writing for the Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti.
53 S , Poezdka v Rigu.
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and calls on Russians to save themselves for their country and their faith in much the 
same way as the Jews of Jerusalem two millennia ago. It is clear that, for him, the city 
itself, with its infrastructure, architecture, and local particularities was of little conse-
quence in the wider political and theological scheme of things.

Although the journal of the Russian Orthodox diocese in Riga did, in other non-theo-
logical, strictly news-related contexts, follow the campaign of hatred against the local 
German minority, parroting the slander being spread about Baltic Germans in Petrograd 
newspapers, Shchukin  does not mention them in his call to level the city and fl ee. He 
does not refer to Riga as a nest of Teutonic noblemen and German culture, economi-
cally and politically dominated by foreign elements, to be destroyed and abandoned, 
although that would have been a politically plausible approach for which he might have 
found biblical analogies. He could have turned the anti-German spirit manifested in the 
local denunciations and the anti-German rhetoric of the empire-wide press into a call to 
destroy a German, Hanseatic, Lutheran city. But the city lacks these features and the en-
emy in his sermon is at the gates, not within the walls. This enemy is a foreign element, 
like the Romans, coming to carry out God’s judgment on a city of sin. 

This attitude is also evident in later writing when Shchukin , now residing in Dor-
pat with most of the rest of the Riga Orthodox clergy, recounts his return to Riga for 
major church events and reports on those celebrations. His focus is sub-local, almost 
exclusively on the Russian Orthodox community, which he portrays as homogeneous 
and not, for example, part Latvian. Where he does describe the city in general—for 
example, when he describes his nighttime train ride into Riga for the Christmas and 
New Years liturgies in the winter of 1915-1916 or when describing the mood of the 
city during a visit in August of 1916—his writing is very diff erent from German de-
scriptions of the same period. There are no particular or special landmarks he notices or 
describes, no anecdotes about particular people or events other than the bishop and his 
liturgies and a few remarks about the mood of the worshippers, very unlike German ac-
counts with their specifi c references and particular aff ection for this Heimat. He refers 
to the “cherished city,” but does not call it Heimat or rodina nor does he ascribe any 
particular attributes to it at all (not even “Russian” or “besieged”).54 We might recall 
that Felichkin, the Russian police chief who was new to Riga in 1915, had commented 
favorably on the fi rst impression the city made. For the clergyman Shchukin , however, 
the city is as dark and blank as the cathedral’s sanctuary walls, stripped of their icons. 
Shchukin’s writing gives some clues about life among the Russian Orthodox commu-
nity and its experience of the war in Riga; the fact that he only gives only very vague 
indications of things such as the general mood in the city once again underlines that 
his primary concern was not the city itself but the fate and loyalties of this particular 
group within it.

The evacuation that ensued had a profound eff ect on religious life in the city. The 
central Russian Orthodox Church building in Riga, the Birth of Christ Cathedral which 
was built on the Esplanade in the 1880s, can serve as an example. In 1914, there were 
1,714 members. In 1915, the number had dropped to 1,389 and continued to fall in sub-

54 S , Poezdka v Rigu.
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sequent years.55 But the church lost more than membership. As early as July of 1914, 
plans were being made to prepare an evacuation of staff  and valuables. In July 1915 that 
order came. Most of the clergy and the twelve staff  members were quickly evacuated 
to Dorpat along with church property. The church held its last procession on the 3 July 
and the last church service on 8 August 1915.56 The three iconostases were taken to the 
Russian Johannes Church and stored, while the icons themselves were moved to the 
Riga Alexander Nevskiy Church. The largest bell was taken to Pavlovo and the other 
twelve bells were moved far into the Russian interior to Nizhnyy Novgorod.57

Another issue was the absence of the clergy from the city following the evacuation. 
Expecting the city to fall, the clergy had joined the Russian military in promoting the 
evacuation of the city and had left the city, taking its administrative apparatus with it 
to Dorpat, and later further east to Nizhny Novgorod. But Riga did not fall. While the 
Russian Orthodox population, as already explained, lost a disproportionately high per-
centage of members, enough parishioners stayed behind in Riga to eventually call the 
evacuation of the clergy into question. In the face of accusations that it had “abandoned 
its fl ock without necessary care, services, and other requirements,” and had shown it-
self to be “below the priests and pastors of the other faiths, who had stayed behind,” the 
clergy was forced to justify its absence, a duty which Shchukin  took on in the journal of 
the archdiocese in the August issue of 1916. He defended having left the city, arguing 
that it was obeying the orders of the civilian and military government. Furthermore, the 
property had to be evacuated and there would have been little purpose served by stay-
ing in Riga under conditions of chaos when the churches were empty and three quarters 
of the worshippers were gone. The accusers, he argues, expected ideal behavior up to 
and including martyrdom from the clergy in critical situations. But not every sacrifi ce 
was worthwhile; martyrdom must serve a purpose. In any case the problem was not 
having fl ed, but having done so too early. There were, the church argued, enough clergy 
in Riga or regularly returning to Riga to serve the faithful who remained in the city.58 
There were several other articles about the eff orts being made to help the city, includ-
ing regular visits by the clergy and the archbishop’s fervent and daily prayers in the 
Pchorsky monastery to save Riga from the clutches of the enemy.59

These arguments apparently did not stem the controversy, however, as Shchukin  
published another article fi ve months later, this time directed at Russian Orthodox 
priests struggling with the question of whether or not to stay in German occupied terri-
tory or to fl ee. Using anecdotal examples of priests who stayed in Kalish’ and Warsaw 
under the Germans, he argues that German rule was so hateful and intolerant of all 

55 B , p. 47.
56 Ibidem, p. 49.
57 Ibidem, p. 50. The journal Rizhskie eparkhial’nye vedemosti also moved to Nizhnyy 

Novgorod and, starting in the fall of 1915, reports in that journal on local issues in Riga 
almost totally stopped.

58 Rizhskie eparkial’nye vedemosti, no. 15-16, 1-15 August 1915, pp. 436-439; S , 
 Ostavat’sia ili bezhat’?, quotes on p. 59.

59 Rizhskie eparkial’nye vedemosti, no. 15-16, 1-15 August, 1915, pp. 440-488.
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things Russian that productive pastoral work was impossible under occupation. Again 
he paints an uncompromising picture of the German enemy as extremely hostile.60

During the period before the regime changes of 1917, the Russian Orthodox Church 
was the only focal point of Russian society in Riga except for the fi eld army stationed 
in the city. While the Russian church press contributed to the destabilizing eff ects of 
the war on the empire initially by promulgating anti-German policies and then in Riga 
by stoking the panic at the evacuation, the church played a stabilizing role for the Rus-
sian community in Riga up until the evacuation and sought to be a loyal branch of the 
state in the war eff ort throughout the period. It moved to take advantage of the wartime 
situation as patriotic fervor and its missionary ambitions became aligned, but wartime 
conditions prevented any success. The evacuation removed it from direct involvement 
in the city, and it would enter steep decline under German and Latvian political power.

Revolution

The liberalization of political life following the collapse of the monarchy in the spring 
of 1917 led to some eff orts to create or recreate a Russian national life in Riga. These 
eff orts began in ernest on 20 March with a meeting of Russian citizens in the Russian 
theater—a meeting which Bolsheviks reportedly tried and failed to take over. An ex-
ecutive committee was elected and in April the fi rst general meeting was called in the 
Gymnasium. It attracted four hundred participants of all classes, including soldiers of 
every rank, professionals, civil servants, and members of the local working class. That 
was about 2 percent of the total Russian population at the time, including women and 
children but not including the garrison. Its diverse make-up refl ected the internal diver-
sity of the Russian population. One can probably assume that professionals and civil 
servants were proportionately overrepresented, as many working-class Russians had 
left the city with the factories in 1915. At the meeting, there was some discussion about 
class animosity. A Russian railway worker called for international, working class coop-
eration in lieu of a national organization. Not only did the meeting reject that approach, 
but the division of the city’s Russians into Orthodox and Old Believer communities was 
also criticized and members of both communities were represented in the leadership of 
the emerging organization, the National Democratic Union of Russian Citizens of Riga. 
This new body was soon emulated in other cities throughout the region. A regional 
body of Russian organizations met in Dorpat at the end of April and resolved to work 
to assure Russian representation in all local administration and the use of Russian in 
government. In Riga, the Russian group left the Union of Societal Organizations, one 
of the original postrevolutionary claimants to power in the city which was now coop-
erating with the Council of Workers’ and Soldiers’ Deputies. The Russians left due to 
the Union’s perceived pro-Latvian national discrimination, a concern it shared with the 
predominantly Russian Soldiers’ Council of the Twelfth Army. The National Democ-
ratic Union ended up winning fi ve seats in the city Duma election, but it dissolved un-
der the German occupation which immediately followed the election. The only Russian 

60 S , Ostavat’sia ili bezhat’?
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organization besides the church and the military which would operate in Riga before 
June of 1919 was the Union of Russian Teachers under the Bolsheviks.61

The Russian presence in a city had long been augmented by the presence of the 
Russian military. Now that the city was governed by popular or quasi-democratic in-
stitutions, this led to some open confl ict and not necessarily to the advantage of the 
Russian minority. Germans and Latvians feared that the Russian troops, if allowed to 
vote, might decide the municipal election by sheer weight of numbers and there were 
sometimes violent clashes with the Latvian rifl e units in the city.62 Thus, overall the 
revolution had little overall eff ect on the status of the Russian minority in Riga, the 
population that had dropped so dramatically in 1915. The revolutionary experience for 
the Russians diff ered from that elsewhere in the empire because of the ethnic implica-
tions of democratization and the struggle with majority nationalities. 

Occupation

Even before the German occupation, Russian Riga had demographically almost disap-
peared. The German occupation of the city compounded the debilitating eff ects of the 
evacuation on Russian public life. The schools were rigorously de-russianized. In the-
ory, the Russian language was not allowed as a language of instruction in any school.63 
Russian was permitted as an “auxiliary language” (Hilfssprache) in Latvian private 
and higher schools and was the language of instruction in six schools—albeit with 
offi  cial permission only until Easter 1918.64 Thereafter, Russian was kept only as a 
foreign language and only at a few schools. Only schools with two foreign languages 
were allowed to require Russian. This drew protest from the schools—not only Russian 
schools—as early as November 1917, since the future political and territorial status of 
the area was not at all clear. But the German military administration did not budge.65

In the cultural realm, things did not look much better. The Germans had taken the 
two main theaters—which had been German before the war and russianized in 1914—
back under their wing. In October of 1917, a Mrs. Tenisheva  requested permission for 
herself and other Russian actors and actresses who had remained behind in Riga to put 
on Russian-language comedies in the concert shell in Wöhrmann Park. The denial of 
the request was justifi ed by the Stadthauptmann with reference to the lack of Russians 
left in the city. He argued that there was simply no need for such performances.66 Thus, 
the culture war between Germans and Russians was waged more harshly than between 
Germans and Latvians. Despite their ostensible hostility, Germans and Latvians found 
more compromises during the German occupation than did the Russians, at least in the 
cultural sphere.

61 B , pp. 4-7; A , pp. 116-117.
62 See sections I.2. Revolution and II.1. Revolution above. 
63 Grundlegende Richtlinien, in S , pp. 75-80.
64 S , p. 18.
65 Ibidem, pp. 18-19 and 33.
66 LVVA 2724/4/275 Stadtverwaltung-Theaterangelegenheiten, p. 2.
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The record is more complete and more interesting for the Russian Orthodox Church 
in Riga. After the capture of the city, the German authorities not only reversed the 
restrictions that had been placed on German places of worship under the Russians, 
but began to take over the Russian churches. On 23 November 1917, the chief of staff  
of the Riga Gouvernement Colonel Buchfi nck  ordered that all the “Greek Catholic,” 
meaning in this case Russian Orthodox, churches were to be taken over and used as 
German Lutheran and Catholic garrison churches.67 The Orthodox Church in Suvorov 
Strasse was taken over by the Catholic garrison.68

The German authorities also interfered with other public expressions of the Russian 
Orthodox faith. In mid-January 1918, the city commandant rescinded permission to 
hold a procession from the convent to the Düna River for the blessing of holy water. 
The wartime situation and the “strong political disquiet among large parts of the pop-
ulation” would not allow such a manifestation, it was argued.69 This prohibition was 
enforced shortly after the political demonstration on 9 January commemorating the 
“Bloody Sunday” of 1905, so it should be understood as part of a general crack-down 
on demonstrations and not necessarily a German suppression of Russianness or reli-
gion. 

After the Germans captured Riga in September of 1917, it was rumored that there 
were plans to turn the Russian Orthodox Birth of Christ Cathedral, the main Orthodox 
Church in Riga, located downtown on the Esplanade, into a Lutheran church for the 
German garrison. In November the order was given to the city to take over the cathedral 
and transform it under the direction of Pastor Grisenbach.70 The congregation leader-
ship petitioned the German military governor General von Alten that the cathedral be 
left to the congregation. The Germans answered that the church was the property of the 
war department. On 5 January 1918, the church was surrounded by German soldiers 
during the blessing of holy water. The services were prevented and the congregation re-
treated to the Alexander Nevskii Church, which was not then in use, for the ceremony. 
The church being sealed, the congregation petitioned all the way up to Kaiser Wilhelm , 
but in April 1918 all eff orts had failed and the church began to be transformed into a 
Lutheran place of worship. According to one account, the icons that the congregation 
could not remove in time were “desecrated,” and crucifi xes “thrown in the trash.”71 The 
German press reported proudly about the conversion of the church to Protestant use:

In place of the ostentatious holy of holies there is now a simple Protestant altar, 
and in the large main room and in the side niches there is now simple, improvised 
seating. Across from the altar an organ has been added, a small one taken from 
a school, but surprisingly able to fi ll the church with sound. A large, wooden 

67 LVVA 2724/4/128 Stadtverwaltung-Kirchen, p. 1.
68 Ibidem, p. 3. 
69 Ibidem, p. 4.
70 LVVA 2724/4/128 Stadtverwaltung-Kirchen, p. 1; B , p. 50.
71 B , p. 50. Earlier in the article, she writes that the iconostases and icons had been 

taken to the other locations during the evacuation of 1915. The speech made by the priest 
Shchukin on 19 July 1915 also gives the strong impression that most everything had been 
evacuated. See S , Begstva kak dolg.
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candelabrum has also been added. It was a solemn moment when, in this still 
half-oriental building, the pithy (markig) Germanic sound of the Dutch prayer of 
thanks, sung by a four-fold male choir, began the solemn service […] May the 
large Slavonic words around the main orb also soon be gone. We would like to 
wish that it be replaced by the pithy German words of Luther “Das Wort sie sollen 
lassen stahn,” That is the fi nest expression of the defi ant joy which we ignite in 
consideration of this symbolic act in the victorious assertion of Protestant Ger-
manness (Deutschtum) in our gravely threatened eastern frontier.72

When the cathedral was fi rst used by the garrison, military chaplain (Armee-Ober-
pfarrer) Ritschel  gave the sermon in the presence of high-ranking military offi  cials and 
local dignitaries. He spoke about the missionary purpose behind the building of the 
cathedral in the nineteenth century, a “conscious challenge of the Russian state church, 
a challenge directed at old, Protestant Riga.” He cited the presence of a pulpit which, 
in an Orthodox church, was only used for missionary purposes in the diaspora. The 
cathedral served the German garrison up until the second to last day of the German 
presence in Riga—even during the brief period of ostensible Latvian rule in November 
and December 1918. The last German service was held on 1 January 1919, less than 
two days before the Bolsheviks captured Riga. The German pastor was kind enough, 
however, to arrange to return the keys to the building to the Orthodox congregational 
council before fl eeing the city.73

The council was convinced from the outset that the offi  cial dealings with the Bol-
sheviks were futile, so it set about retaking the church on its own, without offi  cial per-
mission. Some improvisation was necessary due to the destruction that had been caused 
by the Germans. Things were well enough in order to hold the fi rst services on Palm 
Sunday 1919—with the permission of the Riga Workers’ and Soldiers’ Soviet and the 
cooperation of the Pokrovsky church, which sent its choir for the ceremony. Like other 
churches in Riga, the cathedral was used by the Bolsheviks for speeches and meetings, 
for example, during the May Day celebrations. Regular church services unfettered by 
communist interference could commence only after the liberation of the city in the 
middle of May.74

Although Russian cultural institutions initially profi ted under the Bolsheviks in 
1919, the Russian theaters were not returned to their previous position of dominance. 
Indeed, Russian theater was not state-supported at all during the period of communist 
control and was relegated to low-quality spaces where choral music, dance, and drama 
were performed. According to one witness, however, those places became a refuge for 
72 Korrespondenz B, 10 April 1918 in: BA-MA PDH 8/23. “Das Wort sie sollen lassen stahn” 

is a line from Luther’s “A Mighty Fortress is Our God”, a mainstay of German Lutheranism 
and a song to which the Baltic German community would turn repeatedly in 1919. It is ren-
dered rather loosely in the usual English translation as “The word above all earthly powers 
[…] abideth.” More literally, it means, “They should leave the word in place.” Here, the 
speaker might be making a joke, erasing the Old Church Slavonic text and replacing it with a 
call to do leave the “Word” intact. The complete original quotation can be found at the back 
of this volume. See “Lutheranizing the Russian cathedral.”

73 B , p. 53.
74 B , pp. 53-54.
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“hundreds” of Russian intelligentsia.75 Overall, the Russian experience during the com-
munist period of 1919 appears ambivalent. Locally, Russians were not an oppressed 
minority, their language accepted and their nationality somewhat ambiguously associ-
ated with the state. But they were a very small group by this time. Their elites probably 
shared the German animosity toward the new regime. Although they were not in the 
fi ring line of Latvian communist ire, the Russian community failed to gain the support 
of the regime for their cultural ambitions. They could not recover the losses suff ered 
under German occupation.

Re-Building Russian Riga

The fall of the city to the German army in 1917 meant the end of Russian rule in the 
city for more than twenty years. It appeared to be the end of almost everything that 
made Riga Russian at all. Later Russian accounts of the events are, like all their sources 
relating to wartime Riga, rare.76

However, after the occupation and the Bolshevik period in the city ended, the Rus-
sian community did begin to recover what was left to salvage. The National Democratic 
Union of Russian Citizens of Riga, which had formed in March of 1917, reconstituted 
itself in early June of 1919 while the Niedra  government and the Landeswehr were 
still in power. Their immediate concern was to recover at least some of what had been 
lost during the occupation. That meant taking up eff orts begun in December of 1918 
to reverse the mass dismissal of Russian offi  cials and especially the recovery of school 
property which had been turned over to Latvian and German schools. There was a dan-
ger of permanently losing the Russian Lomonosov Gymnasium, the Russian library, the 
Orthodox cathedral, and the Orthodox seminary, the latter being used at the time as a 
barracks for a unit of the Baltische Landeswehr.77 The Russian Ulei club was also being 
used by German offi  cials. Even before the Bolshevik invasion, the Russian press had 
been calling for conditions under which Russian culture could survive in cooperation 
with other nationalities, and in June of 1919, the mood in the Russian press was similar, 
albeit with a stronger emphasis on cooperation—the lack of which during the previous 
fall was blamed for the ease of the Bolshevik takeover.78 In July, with Ulmanis  now in 
power, the National Democratic Union united the entirety of Russian organized life in 
Riga as all manner of Russian organizations began to reappear and join the Union as 
members: the Russian Orthodox religious congregations, the Union of Russian Teach-
ers, the Society of Russian Doctors, groups of workers and offi  cers and other profes-

75 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsa, p. 246.
76 Exceptions are articles in the Riga Russian press on anniversaries of events, especially  Riga’s 

“German Day,” on 3 September 1917.
77 B , p. 7; Russkoe Slovo, 14 December, 1918; 8 June, 1919.
78 Russkoe Slovo, 14 December 1918 and 1 June 1919. The lead article on 5 June 1919 recounts 

how Russian society in Riga had collapsed to an even greater degree under Bolshevism than 
its Latvian and German counterparts had. Since the occupation there had been little talk of 
the area again becoming part of a Russian state, with the majority of Russians sympathizing 
with the Entente. On Russian opinion in 1918-1919, see Russkoe Slovo, 11 June 1919.
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sionals, the Russian club, economic, cooperative, and charitable organizations, cultural 
organizations such as the Russian Theater Society, and even the Russian Bicycle Circle. 
In mid-July of 1919, the Union presented its position to the Latvian People’s Coun-
cil. In a statement supported by Riga’s Jews and joined by German representatives as 
well, it asked for proportional representation of all groups in the democratic process. 
It blamed the war for turning the region into a zone of confl ict between nationalities 
and a laboratory for violent and ill-considered experiments. The bloodshed had led the 
Russians to the conclusion that a new order must be created in which no nationality 
lived under the dictatorship of another, a dictatorship which only divided nationalities, 
religions, and classes and led to war and revolution.79

Overall, the Russian community had diffi  culty recovering what it had lost. The fi ght 
that ensued over the cathedral can serve as an example. On 15 February 1920, only 
three months after the Bermondt-Avalov battles, after a general meeting of the congre-
gation, there was a meeting of the Riga city deanery. There, the chairman of the Latvian 
Ascension congregation, I. I. Davis , pointed out that the Latvian Orthodox faithful in 
Riga had only one church—the Ascension church located at the edge of town—while 
the Russians had a large number of churches all over the city. The Ascension congre-
gational council proposed that the cathedral be turned over to them for use only in the 
Latvian tongue. The Russian cathedral leadership had not expected this move. None-
theless, they recognized the Latvians’ right to worship in Latvian in the cathedral, but 
argued that this need not impinge on the existing Russian congregation. Both sides 
worked out a compromise with alternating early and late services, one in Latvian and 
one in Russian, each Sunday.80

However, the young Latvian state soon intervened. At the end of February, police 
surrounded the cathedral and sealed it off  after a service. The Latvian minister of the 
interior, Arveds Bergs , indicated that the church would remain closed until it could be 
determined to whom it belonged. He argued that the fact that it had been built with 
Russian state funds would indicate that it was still state property—making it Latvian 
state property now.81 The minister also noted that declarations made by representa-
tives of Orthodox congregations at a meeting might cause unrest among the Orthodox 
population in Riga. The congregational council of the cathedral quickly got V.A. Pres-
niakov , the Russian consul in Riga for the soon-to-be-defunct Northwest Government 
and founder of the Russian Society in Latvia, to talk to Bergs  personally. He soon dis-
covered the “real reasons” for the closure: First of all, there had been no protest when 
the Germans had taken over the cathedral during the occupation. Secondly, nobody 
had asked permission to use the church after occupation had ended. And queries by 
the government about using the church had been answered evasively by the council. 
Finally, it was supposedly unclear whether a congregation for the church still existed. 
Although Presniakov  could answer to these objections—pointing out, for example, that 
virtually the entire congregation had been evacuated in 1915, making protest against 
the Germans in 1918 virtually impossible—the cathedral was to remain closed until 

79 B , pp. 7-8.
80 B , pp. 56-57.
81 Ibidem, p. 57.
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the Latvian Constitutional Convention decided on its fate.82 Attempts to get several 
Russian organizations to join a petition on the government—including the National 
Democratic Union, the Union of Russian Teachers and even the Old Believer congre-
gation—were to no avail. 

As it turned out, the government had been under pressure by the congregational 
council of the Ascension Church to turn the cathedral over to them for use in Latvian 
exclusively, even publishing sharply worded statements to that eff ect in local news-
papers. The interior ministry did not fi nally decide the issue yet, but did allow the 
Ascension congregation to use the church for Latvian services on occasion. At these 
services, an unusual “fraternization” began to occur. The Orthodox priest Borman  and 
the Lutheran pastor Maldonis  would both take the pulpit and call for religious unity 
and an end to inter-religious strife. They would embrace and shake hands in front of 
the praying congregation.83 They also held concerts and other fundraising events in the 
church, including even a fundraiser for Lutheran missionary activity. I. I. Davis , the 
head of the Ascension congregational council, reportedly referred to these activities as 
expressions of a new “national” religion, and not Orthodoxy.84

In August of 1920, the government sponsored a meeting of Orthodox congregations 
in Latvia, but refused the representatives of the cathedral congregation access, turning 
them away at the door. Despite this, the meeting voted to recognize the existence of 
the congregation. The government gave in and, in 1921, gave the synod of the Latvian 
Orthodox church the cathedral on the condition that services be held in both Latvian 
and Church Slavonic on alternating Sundays, with evening services—which Latvians 
did not hold—being exclusively in Church Slavonic. Confl icts over major holidays 
could be avoided, as the Latvians were using the new Gregorian calendar, while the 
Russian speakers continued to use the Julian. Another condition was that the church not 
be given over to any “organizations”—meaning neither the Ascension congregation nor 
the formerly existing cathedral congregation. As of March 1921, the cathedral had two 
congregations—one Latvian and one Russian.85

This is very reminiscent of the story of the Latvian Miera congregation discussed 
in the Latvian chapter above. Ultimately, the issue of nationality proved paramount in 
deciding issues of church property, with the new politically dominant ethnicity, backed 
by newly won state power, winning out. It also shows, however, the strong pull of 
demographic and political change, with the Latvian government questioning the very 
existence of an Orthodox congregation in its arguments against returning the cathedral 
to the Russians. Nationality and the new demographic reality created by the war had 
trumped historical tradition and continuity. But it also reverses the theme of confl ict 
between grass-roots, parishioner compromise versus state nationalism we saw with the 
Latvian Miera congregation. In this case, state intervention led to a sharing of property.

The Russians lost a higher proportion of their population than the Germans or the 
Latvians. But most of their losses were from among the working class population, 

82 Ibidem, p. 58.
83 Ibidem, p. 59.
84 Ibidem, p. 60.
85 Ibidem, pp. 60-63.
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people who had exercized little infl uence on public life before the war. Refugees from 
the Russian Revolution and Civil War, who tended to be from among the Russian elite, 
would remain and, along with some prewar Riga Russians including the Old Believer 
community, contribute to Russian society in Riga during the interwar years. But begin-
ning in the early 1920s, there was tension between the Russians of the National Dem-
ocratic Union— representing primarily prewar Russian residents of the city and their 
churches and organizations—and the Russian Society in Latvia, a newer organization 
set up by V.A. Presniakov . The two groups had competing visions of what constituted 
Russianness and what the goals and role of Russians in Latvia should be.86 

Despite strong setbacks and the permanent loss of what had been Russian Riga in 
1914, the city did not entirely lose the Russian character it had. It remained familiar 
to Russian visitors in the 1920s with Russian churches, newspapers, theaters, schools, 
and associations. Writing in early 1921, a Russian visitor saw Riga as a Russian and 
European city, much the same way that the tsarist police chief Felichkin had in 1915:

Riga is European to a high degree. I would have diffi  culty naming another city 
in Russia, except St. Petersburg and Moscow, which could compete with it in 
that regard. Kiev, Odessa and Kharkov are much more provincial. […] There is 
great regard for Russians [K russkim otnoshenie otlichno]: everywhere everyone 
speaks Russian, answers questions comfortably in Russian, in the streetcars, on 
the streets, in the stores, in all the offi  cial state and public institutions. You can 
also send a letter in Russian, while telegrams are only done in Latin letters. 

It is remarkable that during the German occupation the local Germans met the 
[Reich] Germans with unusual enthusiasm and fraternal feelings. Speeches 
were given on the theme of “at long last we have been united with our dear 
fatherland” and the like. But the Germanic junkers behaved in such a way, on 
the whole the German offi  cer fell so low during the war, that by the end of the 
occupation the Riga Germans were already recalling with nostalgia the time of 
the “ friendly-souled, Slavic Russian governors and police chiefs” and dreamt of 
quick reunifi cation with Russia. Now nobody thinks of such a thing.87

With only half the pre-war Russian population, no Russian administration and no 
Russian military presence, however, the character of the city and its public face had 
changed dramatically compared with that highpoint of Russian power in Riga in 1910, 
when the Tsar Nikolai  had unveiled the statue of his ancestor in the city center. 

86 B , pp. 12-16; A , p. 117.
87 G ’, pp. 45-46. The original Russian can be found at the back of this volume. See 

“Postwar Russian Riga.”
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Epilogue

Hans-Heinrich Wilhelm once remarked that the roots of the twentieth century reach 
back to Riga. Writing about the Holocaust in Latvia he was, of course, referring to 
the darker aspects of recent history. He was waiting, he wrote, for a history of the 
city which promised to be an “extraordinarily educative book” (“ein außerordentlich 
belehrendes Buch”). “Because,” he continued, “hardly a European city of this size 
was, in our century, a victim of its own internal division and was drawn as often into 
the maelstrom of world politics.”1 I have tried to show here what the “maelstrom world 
politics” meant for Riga—for the city as a whole as well as at the ground level. In the 
second decade of the twentieth century, it meant dramatic demographic dislocation, 
military violence, and rapid political change. Invasions, revolutionary upheaval, eco-
nomic chaos, and material need, the collapse of empires and the creation of new states 
were all experienced here fi rst hand. Fueled by and fueling these background crises, the 
growing divisions, the “Zerrissenheit” between the various elements of the Riga popu-
lation reached a new epogee during the same period. Ulrike von Hirschhausen paints a 
similar picture of Riga during the crisis of 1914-1919, opening the fi nal chapter of her 
book on Riga up to the war with the “collapse” of the prewar arrangement of a highly 
diff erentiated public life and going on to compare Riga with other cities.2

There is much to be said for this view of the city. The image of the city that comes 
across in “Riga at War” is colored with many shades of failure, ranging from the somber 
tones of starvation and disease under a collapsing infrastructure and economy through 
a broad pallet of abuses up to and including the black and crimson moods of terror and 
retribution. The brighter colors—the achievements, the parades, the victories—are as 
often as not often diluted with shades of discord. The achievements were not inclusive. 
The parades and victories for some were moments of shame for others. The ethnic 
category was a decisive factor in determining wartime experience and it was a factor 
colored with rivalry, mutual distrust, and animosity. 

Over the course of the war, as we have seen, there were several struggles over the 
use of church buildings as well as other institutions such as theaters and schools. The 

1 Original quotation: “Denn kaum eine europäische Stadt dieser Größenordnung wurde im 
Laufe unseres Jahrhunderts so oft zum Opfer der eigenen Zerrissenheit, geriet so oft und so 
nachhaltig in die Strudel der Weltpolitik,” W , pp. 416-417.

2 H , Grenzen, pp. 367 ff .
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war presented opportunities for occupying powers or interest groups within Riga to 
rearrange the cultural geography of the urban space to their liking. 

Diff erent cases of this kind of urban remapping can serve as contrasting examples of 
how the war changed Riga. The march of the Latvian Miera congregation from the out-
skirts into downtown, for example, shows how war conditions drove the ascent of the 
Latvian ethnic group in the capital of their new nation state and their victory over com-
peting ethnic interests. It also shows how the forces which stood in the way of confl ict 
mitigation and compromise were not necessarily local. The state assumed to act in the 
interest of an ethnic group and decided upon the issue. While a national plebiscite had 
rejected the transfer of the church to one ethnic group, the state assumed to speak for 
the nation and seized the building for the Latvians. Similarly, in the case of the German 
forces occupying the Russian Orthodox cathedral discussed in the chapter on the Rus-
sians, the war had a direct and clear eff ect on an ethnically—not just religiously—de-
fi ned segment of the population and paved the way for inter-ethnic disputes in the wake 
of the war. While the state managed the compromise in this case, it was the foreign oc-
cupation and seizure of property that initiated the confl ict. That is a pattern we witness 
repeatedly during the war. While a segment of the population would sometimes agitate 
against another, the greatest violence was unleashed by state policy, both during the war 
of 1914 and the bloodbaths of 1919. Ethnic group identity was a real and relevant cat-
egory for interpreting wartime experience, and identities and experiences were some-
times in opposition, but state authority operated to overturn possible compromise out-
comes. The changing circumstances during the war brought these identities, refl ected 
in their institutional manifestations, into material confl ict with one another. 

On both the “Red” and “White” terror periods of 1919, one could argue that the pop-
ulation was leading the state. In the case of the Red Terror, the policies of oppression 
were a substitute for a sound policy of governance. While the Red Terror was at least in 
part the result of the regime‘s lack of power and legitimacy under wartime conditions, 
and was therefore not completely imported, it was typical of the entire wider confl ict 
in the Russian Civil War and thus also a product of Bolshevik policy and ideology. 
The White Terror was at least initially aided by some members of the local population. 
But neither of these cases, nor the bombardments of the city in 1915 and 1919, nor the 
evacuation and economic ruin of 1915, nor the plundering of the city in 1917, nor the 
fl ood of refugees, the blockades and mass starvation, came about because the city’s 
population was at war with itself. These catastrophes followed invasion and conquest 
and resulted from the policies of governments of forces much larger than the city. The 
city was far more caught up in the “maelstrom of world politics” than it was with its 
own “Zerrissenheit.” If this pattern was reversed at all, then arguably in the opening 
phases of the war when some of the Latvian population was signifi cantly more radical 
in its anti-Germanism than the state was wont to condone.

Riga did not suff er a sudden collapse in World War One. Indeed, no one date can 
serve to mark the end of the old Riga of the 19th century, whether we take 1905 as the 
moment when some alleged ancient Baltic solidarity and trust was carried to its grave, 
1914 as the beginning of the end of the former way of life—something that had never 
stabilized and was even then, without the war, under great stress—or 1915 to mark the 
economic collapse. Neither does 1917 serve as an historic fault line, with its abortive 
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revolutionary and German occupation regimes, nor 1918 and 1919 with the successful 
liberation from Russia and Germany, nor even the bloody hatreds of 1919. If there was 
an old Riga that the early twentieth century carried lifeless off  the stage of history, it 
was smitten not by any one catastrophe, but by a series of blows which chipped ever 
larger blocks out of its multi-ethnic edifi ce and traditional hierarchies, each sowing 
more distrust while periodically drawing more blood. The highpoint of confl ict was 
reached not during World War One or the period of revolution and civil war which 
followed, as terrible as these episodes were, but during and immediately following 
the Second World War, when the former elites were exiled or destroyed, the Jewish 
population annihilated—most of them over the course of two days in 1941—and the 
groundwork laid for a complete redefi nition of Riga as a Soviet and very Russian city.

Between the wars of 1914-1919 and 1939-1945, the legacies of the First World War 
and the War of Independence had their time to unfold. If the war had in fact uncaged 
bestial hatreds and set them loose upon the town, pitting neighbor against neighbor in 
an ethnic bloodbath, the postwar period might have looked very diff erent. It might have 
worn a far more radical face than it did in fact take on. 

In late 1918, the political platform of the People’s Council under Kārlis  Ulmanis  had 
already granted minorities cutlural and national rights. Later, after the horrifi c bloodlet-
ting of spring and fall 1919 and before the constitutional convention of the following 
year, the Council passed a law granting any minority the right to run its own schools at 
state expense, based on a model developed by Baltic Germans during the occupation. 
Throughout the independence period which followed, minority nationalities retained 
offi  cially recognized cultural autonomy, including the right to have their own schools, 
although the authoritarian government did introduce restrictions in the 1930s. 

During the parliamentary period following the war, national groups reestablished 
and renewed their various associations and communities. In the case of the Russians, 
this was accomplished to no small degree with a new infl ux of elites who had fl ed from 
Russia. The Germans entered this phase weakened by the loss of approximately half 
their number, most of whom had given up on the Baltic and gone to Germany. This 
deprived the German community of many resourceful people, but many of those who 
left were also those who were least likely to be amenable to compromising with the new 
reality. The Germans who stayed were committed enough to the new state to help make 
it work. The minorities participated in Latvian democracy with their own representa-
tives in every parliament until the Soviet takeover in 1940. 

Christoph Mick has argued that the violence in the city of Lemberg during World 
War One set the tone for the postwar period making compromise solutions less likely 
and violence more likely. The diff ering experiences of the war would also go on to 
shape perceptions, interpretations, and actions during the global violence of the 1940s.3 
For Riga, that case is more diffi  cult to make. 

We have seen how some compromises over church buildings were trumped by na-
tionalist concerns. There were also rivalries and animosities, for example over plans 

3 M , passim.
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to redesign Riga with a less German and more Latvian face.4 The world economic 
crisis and the rise of fascism in the rest of Europe eventually did usher in the return of 
radicalism and an authoritarian reaction. The Ulmanis  dictatorship established in Lat-
via in 1934 both combatted and absorbed elements of this new trend from abroad and 
from among the Latvian population. The role of veterans’ organizations in promoting 
authoritarian and xenophobic ideology was typical of the region and is part of the war 
era’s legacy in Riga. But Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact of 1939 and the resulting “forced 
option” of 1939-1940,5 the event which fi nally rid the area of its German population, 
was imposed by neighboring great powers. The complex of the Nazis’ regime-driven 
violence against the Jews, on the one hand, and between the Soviets and the Latvians, 
on the other, had little to do with 1919. One can make the case that the radical, elimina-
tionist, exterminatory approach to the Jews was infl uenced by the German experience 
with communism in the Russian and Baltic civil wars—and the terror periods in Riga 
were important elements of that experience. However, there is no local connection be-
tween June of 1919 and the November 1941 massacre at Rumbula, when over twenty 
thousand mostly local Jews were slaughtered. It is hard to say what would have become 
of the interwar Latvian state had the “maelstrom of world politics” not again raged 
through the Baltic.

The Second World War and the Holocaust, and still later episodes of historical ex-
perience, have, as a result of their dramatic eff ect and later unfolding, buried the Riga 
of World War One and the War of Independence under several layers of collective 
memory sediment.

Riga’s Memorial Landscape

Riga’s city center has only had an explicit public reminder of the First World War since 
2000.6 On Strēlnieku Laukums (Rifl emen Square) on the banks of the Düna River, a 
monument was erected in 1972 to the “Latvian Red Rifl emen.” It thus referred to the 
Latvian units who emerged from the Latvian rifl e regiments of World War One and de-
fended the communist regime on the various fronts of the Russian Civil War, including 
during the conquest of Latvia in 1918-1919. The memorial shows three proud soldiers 
standing erect in their long winter coats, staring into the distance like sentries. They 
were designed in the Brezhnev period as “ideal types,” representative of communist 
combatants—the commissar, a young, urban worker, and an older peasant. Behind the 
statue, there was a museum dedicated to the history of these units and their heroic deeds 
in defense of the revolution. This is where schoolchildren were brought to learn about 
Latvia’s small part in the world revolution.

4 For a detailed discussion of Latvian plans to redefi ne the city as a Latvian place, see 
 F , pp. 183-286.

5 L , Diktierte Option. The phrase refers to the forced expulsion and resettlement of the 
Baltic Germans from Latvia and Estonia to Posen as part of the Molotov-Ribbentrop agree-
ment.

6 Images of the memorials discussed in this section can be viewed at http://sites-of-memory.de 
[accessed on 25 August 2014] or at S .
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In 2000, the Russian and Latvian inscription dedicating the monument to the “Lat-
vian Red Rifl emen” was removed and replaced with the wording, only in Latvian, “For 
the Latvian Rifl emen 1915-1920.” This watered down signifi cantly any reference to 
communism and the Russian Civil War and emphasized 1915 as the date when these 
units were created. The fi nal date marked the end of the Latvian Liberation War and not 
the end of the Russian Civil War or even the end of the Latvian rifl e units’ involvement 
in it. Considering the remnants of communist trappings on the statues—the red stars 
on their caps, for example—the new version of the monument is rather muddled.7 The 
original Soviet-era manifestation was also incomplete, however, ignoring the context in 
which these units arose as well as confusing the location—the very spot where German 
troops crossed the river and routed the Red Army in May of 1919 and the very banks 
where the new Latvian Army defended the city against Bermondt-Avalov’s  troops later 
that same year.

With the rededication and transformation of the museum behind the statue into a na-
tional Latvian museum about the Soviet and Nazi occupations and the changing of the 
wording on the pedestal, the old Soviet-era ensemble of the museum, the monument, 
and the square all dedicated to the communist rifl emen had been gradually broken up. 
At the same time, a trace of the First World War had now fl oated to the surface of public 
space: the reference to 1915. 

In other, less visible parts of the city, other reminders of this tumultuous period 
have also been erected or, in some cases, restored, having been desecrated by the So-
viet regime. New memorials to early Latvian military men who rose in the ranks of 
the rifl emen and gained their fame in the Landeswehr or Latvian units of 1919 have 
also appeared. An abstract sculpture dedicated to Colonel Jorģis Zemitāns , who led the 
northern Latvian forces under Ulmanis  in the summer of 1919, was put up in the middle 
of a square named after him; a very vivid memorial showing the face of Colonel Oskars 
Kalpaks , who was killed in Courland in early 1919, now partially blocks the sidewalk 
near the Esplanade. An interwar era memorial to the armored car units which took part 
in the liberation of the Pardaugava in November of 1919 has been cleared of brush 
and restored near where the unit fought. A memorial to the Landeswehr men who fell 
in battle was erected in the 1920s, destroyed by Latvian nationalists, re-built, then de-
stroyed by the Soviet regime—and again re-built in the 1990s. It is now crowded in on 
all sides with more recent civilian graves, far less visible than it was when, for example, 
German military units held commemorative events in front of it during the occupation 
of the early 1940s. A park outside the city center also has a memorial—in Latvian and 
German—to the pastors who were murdered by the Bolsheviks in 1919. That memorial 
was erected in the 1920s and later destroyed. It was replaced in 2006.

But these eff orts serve mostly to reinforce the impression of historical ambivalence 
toward the period, a period now buried so deeply under later and much thicker histor-
ical debris. Construction and reconstruction eff orts which go beyond the purely eco-
nomic and speak to the political aspects of collective memory have emphasized the 
later events, primarily the experience of totalitarianism under the Nazis (1941-1944) 
and especially the Soviets (1940-1941, 1944-1991). Memorials from tsarist-era Riga 

7 S , p. 38 calls it “historically incorrect.”
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have been rebuilt, with even the statue of Peter the Great returning to the city, albeit not 
to marching bands and incense-waving priests, but to a controversy which eventually 
banished him to a parking lot on the outskirts of town. But most of the construction 
has gone into recalling the Soviet deportations and the Nazi murders. Much of the 
controversy over memorials and monuments has not been about what to remember, but 
how to remember or reinterpret later events, such as a debate about whether and how 
to be rid of surviving Soviet memorials—including the Red Rifl emen themselves who, 
for several years, were threatened with “deportation” to a museum-park or other less 
prominent location outside of downtown.8

In the larger context of the events these newer memorials were built to mark, the 
events of the earlier catastrophes of 1914 to 1919 were but a prelude. Indeed, national 
animosities never asserted themselves unalloyed during the earlier war period. And in 
both the earlier and later catastrophes, most of the harm was done by those who came 
to Riga, policies unleashed in the “maelstrom of world politics” and not by storms of 
pent up and spontaneously released local hatred. Nevertheless, what happened in Riga 
during the period of war and revolution from 1914 to 1919 can stand as a warning about 
the vulnerabilities of multi-ethnic societies under stress. 

8 On historical controversies in Latvia, see for example O , H , Lettlands Weg, and 
the two sources by B . 
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Among the memorials that did not survive the war was the statue of a German soldier dedicated on 3 Sep-
tember 1918 on the first anniversary of the capture of the city by German forces. It was located in front of 
a court building, across the street from the Russian Orthodox cathedral near downtown. (HI Bildarchiv, in-
ventory number 112364. See also inventory numbers 112359 and 112362)

The thirteen-meter memorial to the Red Riflemen 
was unveiled in 1972, but since 2000 has been 
adorned with a new inscription dedicating it to all 
the Latvian soldiers of the period, on all sides of 
the conflict. It remains the most overt reminder of 
the World War One period in the Old City. (Photo 
by Mark Hatlie, 2007. See S , p. 38)
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This detail from the pedestal of the 1935 Freedom 
Monument right outside the Old City shows a mix 
of medieval and contemporary military imagery, 
the ancient Latvian warrior alongside the men 
who, from 1915 to 1920, took up arms for national 
liberty. (Photo by Mark Hatlie, 2007. On the mon-
ument see also S , p. 33)

This “wounded cavalryman” in anachronistic armour is one of the monumental figures at the Brethren Ce-
metery erected after the war to watch over the graves of the fallen riflemen from various stages of the con-
flict. Both the Freedom Monument and the Brethren Cemetery were designed by the same artist, Kārlis 
Zāle. (Photo by Mark Hatlie, 2007. See also A , passim, particularly p. 127 for this figure, and S , 
p. 78-79)
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This memorial was dedicated in 1935 at the Šmer-
lis New Jewish Cemetery to the Jews who fell in 
the Latvian War of Independence. It reads, “For 
the Fatherland” across the top and shows the 
French helmet design typical of the Latvian army 
in 1919. It had to be restored in 1992 after having 
sustained damage during the Nazi and Soviet oc-
cupation periods. (Photo by Mark Hatlie, 2007. 
On the monument see also S , p. 82)

This is how the memorial for the Baltische Landeswehr at the Forest Cemetery in Riga appeared in the 
1920s or 1930s. The memorial was destroyed by Latvian nationalists in1929, rebuilt and then destroyed 
again under the Soviets after the Second World War. The caption on this photograph in the archive says that 
this photo was from before the destruction of the memorial, but it looks the same as the 1938 photograph 
below. Other photos of the memorial from the 1920s show a similar but more quadratic design and not the 
rounded, natural stone. (DSHI 120 BR/BLW 68, p. 4. For views of the memorial as reconstructed in 2001, 
see http://sites-of-memory.de/main/rigalandeswehr.html. The new manifestation of the memorial appears 
much the same, but consists only of the stone on a small mound, but with a bell added. The wall with the list 
of names and the surrounding fields of graves have all been removed and replaced with Soviet-era civilian 
graves)
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This memorial was built in 2006 in the Great Ce-
metery as a new version of of the “Märtyrerstein” 
or “Martyrs’ Rock” erected in 1920 and taken 
down by the Soviets after the Second World War. 
It lists the names of the German and Latvian cler-
gymen killed by the Bolshevik regime in 1919, the 
Latvians on one side, the Germans on the other, 
with those eight German pastors killed in the Cen-
tral Prison on 22 May 1919 listed separately at the 
top. Both sides of the memorial are topped by the 
admonishment from Hebrews 13.7 to “remember 
them which have the rule over you, who have spo-
ken unto you the word of God,” but shortened on 
the German side to “remember your teachers.” 
The editing might be understood as a gesture to-
ward the Latvian population, not want ing to por-
tray the German clergy as “rulers.” Below the na-
mes, the German side reads, “The Blood of 
Martyrs is the seed of the church.” (Photo by Mark 
Hatlie, 2007. For background information see 
S , pp. 74-75)

Crewmen of the German cruiser Köln taking part in a ceremonial wreath-laying at the Landeswehr memo-
rial in the Forest Cemetery in Riga in 1938. (DSHI 120 BR/BLW 68, p. 129)
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Zusammenfassung

Im ersten Teil zeichnet Riga at War die politischen, demographischen und wirtschaft-
lichen Entwicklungen der Stadt während der Jahre der Welt- und Bürgerkriege 1914 
bis 1919 nach. Im zweiten Teil wendet es sich der objektiven und subjektiven Kriegs-
erfahrungen der deutschen, lettischen und russischen Bevölkerung der Stadt zu. Jede 
Nationalität erlebte den Krieg aus einer anderen Perspektive.

I   Krieg 

Zwischen dem Kriegsausbruch im Sommer 1914 und dem Waff enstillstand mit Sowjet-
russland Anfang 1920 erlebten die Bewohner der Stadt Riga im heutigen Lettland eine 
Reihe von wirtschaftlichen Katastrophen, militärischen Besatzungen und mehrere 
politische Regimewechsel. Auf die Mobilmachung und die drohende Stilllegung der 
Wirtschaft in der Industrie- und Handelsmetropole folgten eine Flüchtlingswelle, die 
Massenevakuation der Bevölkerung und der Industrie und das Anrücken des deutschen 
Heeres bis auf wenige Kilometer. Riga verwandelte sich in eine Frontstadt voller Laza-
rette und Soldaten. Die wirtschaftlichen und sanitären Bedingungen verschlechterten 
sich zusehends. Die Bevölkerung hatte sich fast halbiert. Nach zwei Jahren in die-
sem Belagerungszustand kam die Revolution von Februar 1917, die die Stadt und das 
lettische Umland zunehmend politisierte. Im Sommer fi el die Stadt an die Deutschen, 
die die Stadt anderthalb Jahre kontrollierten. Mit dem Kollaps der deutschen Militär-
macht am Ende des Ersten Weltkriegs begann eine Zeit chaotischer und sich ständig 
verändernder politischen Verhältnisse. Riga wurde zur Hauptstadt eines neuen Na-
tionalstaats, der aber rasch der anrückenden Roten Armee in die Hände fi el. Bis zum 
Frühjahr 1919 regierten lettische Kommunisten, die ein Terrorregime errichteten und 
Rache für die Unterdrückung der Revolution von 1905 übten, bevor sie ihrerseits von 
deutschbaltischen, lettischen und estnischen Truppen besiegt wurden. Nach der Schlacht 
bei Wenden (Cēsis) und einem Angriff  lettischer und estnischer Truppen konn te die 
lettische Regierung wieder in die Stadt einziehen. Im Krieg zwischen der neuen let-
tischen Armee und den Truppen des „Weißen“ Generals Pavel Bermondt-Avalov kam 
es im Herbst 1919 schließlich zu anhaltenden Kampfhandlungen in der Stadt selber. 
Erst nach dem Sieg der Letten kam der Frieden. 

Jedes Regime hatte die Gelegenheit, sich selbst in der Stadt zu feiern. Diese Feier-
lichkeiten – etwa der Besuch des Z aren vor dem Krieg, das Begräbnis der ersten gefalle-
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nen lettischen Soldaten im Herbst 1915, der Geburtstag des deutschen Kaisers unter 
der deutschen Besatzung oder die Maitagfeierlichkeiten der Kommunisten – zeigte die 
Stadt aus einem anderen Blickwinkel und sprach einen anderen Bevölkerungsteil an.

II     Kriegserfahrung

Die Deutschen, die seit Jahrhunderten die Elite in der Region und 13 Prozent der städ-
tischen Bevölkerung ausmachten, standen während des Ersten Weltkriegs unter Gen-
eralverdacht. Ihre Sprache wurde verboten und ihre öff entliche Stellung ging zum Teil 
verloren. Unter der deutschen Besatzung wandten sie sich Deutschland als Schutz-
macht zu und baten um Anschluss an das Kaiserreich. Unter dem Kommunismus litten 
die, die nicht gefl ohen waren, stark unter dem „Roten Terror“. Trotz aller schlechten 
Erfahrung und der Flucht vieler Deutschen blieben die deutschen Rigenser ihrer Stadt 
relativ loyal. Ihr Anteil an der städtischen Bevölkerung nahm proportional etwas zu. 
Viele blieben und gestalteten den neuen lettischen Staat mit.

Die Letten stellten mit etwa 40 Prozent die größte Bevölkerungsgruppe der Stadt. 
Der Erste Weltkrieg öff nete eine neue Möglichkeit politischer und kultureller Ent-
faltung als die deutsche Bevölkerung in den Hintergrund gedrängt wurde. 1917 konn ten 
sie sogar politische Macht ausüben, wobei sich spätestens unter deutscher Besatzung 
die Erfahrung der Letten in eine bürgerlich-nationalistische einerseits und eine revolu-
tionär-kommunistische aufspaltete. Nach dem Scheitern des kommunistischen Regimes 
und dem nationalen Sieg über deutsche und russische Feinden 1919 beanspruchten die 
Letten die Stadt Riga für sich als Symbol ihres Kampfes um Unabhängigkeit.

Rigas Russen waren mit etwas weniger als 20 Prozent der Einwohner eine vielfältige 
Bevölkerungsgruppe, die mit der Evakuierung von 1915 fast gänzlich aus der Stadt ver-
schwand. Tiefpunkt war für sie wie für die Letten die deutsche Besatzung von 1917 bis 
1918. Russische Garnisonssoldaten und später Flüchtlinge aus dem russischen Bürger-
krieg und Rückkehrer trugen etwas zur Erholung eines russischen Rigas bei, wobei ihre 
Vormachtstellung bis zur Eingliederung in die Sowjetunion 1940 vorbei war.

Die Stadt litt während dieser Kriegsjahre an ihrer inneren „Zerrissenheit“, aber vor  allem 
an der politischen Unruhe und Gewalt, deren Ursprung außerhalb der Stadt zu verorten 
ist. Heute sind nur wenige Spuren dieser Jahre im Stadtbild zu erkennen. Ei nige wenige 
Denkmäler erinnern daran, beispielsweise einige Motive auf dem Freiheits denkmal, 
der monumentale Soldatenfriedhof am Waldrand oder die „Roten Schützen“, die seit 
1972 die Dünabrücke in der Innenstadt bewachen. 



322

Tables and Maps

Table 1: Chronology of Regimes and Events in Riga, 1914-1919

Dates: Regime: Some major events:

July 1914 – 
March 1917

Russian military 
administration

+ Mobilization
+ Mass evacuation
+ Collapse of societal organizations
+ Oppression of Germans and German language
+ Latvian rifl emen
+ Battles near city, air attacks

March – 
September 1917

Russian Provisional 
Government

+ Revolutionary reforms
+ Some revival of societal organizations
+ Latvian rifl emen serve as city police
+ Riga city Duma elections

September 1917 – 
November 1918

German occupation + Retreating Russians plunder Riga
+ Kaiser Wilhelm‘s  birthday celebration
+ Isolation of city 
+ Germanization

November – 
December 1918

Latvian Provisional 
Government

+ Latvian declaration of independence
+ Creation of Landeswehr 

January – May 1919 Bolshevik period + Red Army captures city
+ Communist regime
+ Red Terror (house searches, executions)
+ Liberation on 22 May 1919

May – July 1919 German occupation + White Terror
+ American relief program begins
+ Niedra  government
+ Battle of Cēsis (Wenden)
+ Estonian attack on Riga
+ Armistice at Strasdenhof

July – December 1919 Latvian Provisional 
Government

+ Ulmanis  government enters Riga
+ Bermondt-Avalov  besieges Riga from west bank 

of the river and is driven back.

Elections to the Constitutional Convention would follow in April of 1920. An armistice was signed with 
Soviet Russia in February. In August, Soviet Russia signed a peace treaty with Latvia offi  cially ending six 
years of war.
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Table 2: Nationalities of Civilians in Riga by Police District 31 December 19131

Nationality

Police District
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Innenstadt I. 4,061 3,792 1,379 656 497 3,204 201 116 13,906

Innenstadt II. 4,102 4,055 2,051 858 452 1,600 446 201 13,765

Petersburg I. 13,447 14,609 5,111 2,415 1,076 2,865 1,037 671 41,231

Petersburg II. 8,000 20,286 5,425 3,355 2,153 1,409 799 233 41,660

Petersburg III. 2,335 11,264 6,395 4,646 4,714 645 595 205 30,799

Moskau I. 1,005 3,366 14,413 6,230 3,026 11,023 149 499 39,711

Moskau II. 6,473 17,762 6,501 3,568 1,814 6,703 642 240 43,703

Moskau III. 7,904 43,468 8,136 5,372 4,234 2,290 1,020 314 72,738

Moskau IV. 848 6,656 18,835 5,555 2,729 597 129 49 35,398

Mitau I. 3,851 18,732 4,650 3,095 4,869 1,167 693 78 37,135

Mitau II. 11,715 28,800 7,866 5,243 4,882 896 2,104 330 61,836

Stadtrand 2,989 19,179 7,913 4,561 3,077 226 647 144 38,736

On ships2 257 190 62 8 5 0 176 752 1,450

TOTAL: 66,987
(14.1%)

192,159
(40.7%)

88,737
(18.8%)

45,562
(9,7%)

33,528
(7,1%)

32,625
(6,9%)

8,638 3,832 472,068

1 LVVA 2791/1/164, p. 72.
2 “Stadtrand” is the German term for the outer edges of the city which were not counted as part 

of the adjacent districts
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Table 3: Refugees in Riga by Nationality and Police District on 1 April 19161

Nationality

Police District: Russians Poles Lithu-
anians

Latvians Jews Other Total:

Stadt-
mitte

I. 42 459 15

639

II. 5 6 8 104
Total: 5 6 50 563 15

Peters-
burger 
Vorstadt

I. 3 34 83 1,092 167 91

5,304

II. 12 89 173 2,121 76 30
III. 31 37 128 1,137

Total: 46 160 384 4,350 243 121
Moskauer
Vorstadt

I. 626 363 203

14,123

II. 6 18 162 1,470 498
III. 92 189 578 5,496 423
IV. 109 181 439 3,265 5

Total: 207 388 1,805 10,594 1,129
Mitauer  
Vorstadt

I. 381 1,343 1

5,628
II. 36 117 3,750

Total: 36 498 5,093 1
Stadtrand 36 277 4,743 114 5,170
TOTAL: 294 590 3,014 25,343 1,373 250 30,864

1 LVVA 51/1/13181, pp. 261-263.
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Table 4: Nationalities of Civilians in Riga by Police District August 19171

Nationality
Police 
District
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Innen-
stadt I.

2,185 2,290 420 279 186 1,741 73 78 7,252 670

Innen-
stadt II.

2,300 2,191 604 364 180 916 126 173 6,854 642

Peters-
burg I.

8,841 8,772 1,781 1,033 536 2,982 329 352 24,626 3,017

Peters-
burg II.

3,930 12,348 1,418 802 828 1,049 193 95 20,663 3,663

Peters-
burg III.

924 5,142 606 606 685 312 70 25 8,370 1,756

Moskau 
I. 

376 2,172 3,068 2,151 1,528 6,376 61 64 15,796 1,610

Moskau 
II.

2,638 9,220 1,703 1,412 1,163 5,460 670 108 22,374 3,855

Moskau 
III.

2,710 23,411 1,248 1,052 1,409 1,710 116 185 31,841 10,153

Moskau 
IV.

249 6,623 4,682 1,252 1,468 392 8 54 14,728 4,421

Mitau I. 702 13,273 619 644 1,600 155 60 206 17,259 7,949
Mitau II. 3,873 16,475 1,117 801 1,277 280 262 130 24,215 8,320
Outer 
city

1,413 12,462 1,054 549 744 149 113 128 16,612 6,809

TOTAL: 30,141 114,379 18,320 10,945 11,604 21,522 2081 1,598 210,590 52,865

1 The absolute numbers are from a table in LVVA 2791/1/166, p. 157.

The original in the archive had the following remark with regard to the total number of Germans counted: 
“The number of Germans was probably higher: since may of the census takers were Latvians and because 
we can assume with certainty, because of the political situation at the time and the pressure being put on 
the Germans, that some would have been afraid to have themselves counted as Germans and fi nally be-
cause those nationally unidentifi ed persons in mixed-language areas certainly did not count themselves 
as Germans during the last census – the next census will probably produce diff erent results (regardless of 
immigration and birth surplus).”

“Tatsächlich dürfte die Zahl der Deutschen höher sein: da viele der Volkszähler Letten waren,  ferner mit 
Sicherheit anzunehmen ist, daß infolge der damaligen politischen Verhältnissen und des Druckes, der auf 
die Deutschen ausgeübt wurde, so mancher Angst gehabt hat, sich als Deutscher anzugeben, und schliesslich 
die in gemischtsprachigen Gebieten stets vorhandenen national nicht angesprochenen Personen bei der 
letzten Volkszählung sich zweifellos nicht als deutsch bezeichnet haben, – dürfte die nächste Zählung (un-
abhängig von Zuwanderung und Geburtenüberschuß) andere Resultate ergeben.” 
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Table 5: Causes of Death in Riga 1913-1920/19251

Year 
(total 
deaths) Ty
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1913
(7,754) 80 1 3 1,242 148 857 12 619 0 214 392

1914
(9,636) 73 2 93 1,336 445 970 15 693 0 138 397

1915
(8,678) 101 9 103 1,315 656 452 26 850 0 55 287

1916
(7,091) 96 1 5 1,045 420 198 13 926 0 32 186

1917
(8,814) 63 1 1 826 2,144 323 16 1,200 0 53 297

1918
(8,786) 35 55 15 974 144 89 435 1,786 397 78 216

1919
(12,719) 117 1,713 512 811 797 117 268 1,661 558 42 1,353

1920
(4,224) 76 163 59 481 108 56 66 353 5 62 185

1925
(4,563) 38 3 0 743 3 104 18 266 0 117 188

1 This table is made up of selected portions of a table of 42 causes of death for each year from 
1911 to 1930 in Handrack, pp. 132-133.

2 HI ARA 337-13, The State of Nourishment of Riga’s Population, pp. 1-2. See also  A , 
p. 143.

Comments:
– These are absolute totals. The population of the city plummeted in 1915 and was less than half of its 

prewar level by 1917. 
– Heart and lung disease, which only increased slightly during the war in absolute numbers—indicating a 

doubling of mortality rate due to these causes—accounted for between three and seven hundred deaths 
per year each during this period and are not listed on the table. 

– The “Spanish fl u” epidemic is visible in the infl uenza numbers for 1918 and 1919.
– The horrifi c sanitary conditions brought on by poverty and the presence of a large garrison are probably 

responsible for the skyrocketing of dysentery in 1917, about ten times higher per capita than in 1914.
– According to a report by the Riga Food Department in the fi les of the American Relief Administra-

tion, mortality went up eight fold from before the war to the spring of 1919 owing primarily to under-
nourishment lowering resistance to sickness. As early as March and April of 1915 as many as 32 percent 
of patients deaths in hospitals were attributed to hunger. Numerous cases of suicide or insanity were also 
blamed on hunger.2
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Table 6: Religion in Riga 1913-1920

Religion 1913 Nationalities Class structure By 1920
Lutheran 52% Latvians, Germans various increase
Roman Catholic 20% Poles, Lithuanians, Rus-

sians
mostly working class dramatic de-

crease
Russian Orthodox 17% Russians, Latvians working class, merchants, 

imperial offi  cials, military
dramatic de-
crease

Old Believer 3% Russians working class, merchants little change
Jewish 7% Jews (Yiddish, German 

and Russian speaking)
all dramatic 

increase

The table shows the religious, ethnic, and social structure of the city of Riga on the eve of the war.1 It shows 
which percentage of the population had a certain religion and gives a general indication of the dominant 
nationalities and social position within that religion. The column on the right (‘By 1920’) shows how each 
religion’s relative demographic strength changed during the war (while the absolute numbers fell in each 
category). Both predominantly Lutheran ethnicities—Latvian and German—increased their share of the 
population over the course of the war making Riga even more Lutheran than it had been before.

1 The percentages for each confession from Handrack, p. 96.
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Map 1: Historic Police Districts in Riga

This map shows the four major divisions of the city and the approximate locations of the police 
districts represented by roman numerals. These districts were used for police organization, cen-
sus taking, and other offi  cial purposes. The three major sections surrounding the city center were 
named after major cities according to the general direction in which they led—northeast to St. 
Petersburg, east to Moscow or west to Mitau. 
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Map 2: Schematic Map of Riga 

This map redraws the divisions of the city to make each division internally more consistent ac-
cording to ethnicity. The “Innenstadt” or city center is extended outward to include comparable 
socio-economic parts of the city. The historic “Moskauer” section is reduced to only those areas 
south of the railway line so as to separate the workers’ areas which were more Latvian, north of 
the railway line, from the more Russian areas to the south.
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 Lengthy sources in the original languages

Lengthy passages translated from German, Latvian or Russian are quoted here in the 
original languages.

A revolutionary celebration

A German in Riga describes the Mayday celebration of 1917 with some astonish-
ment and contempt, but also with some appreciation for the complexity of his city.

Heute der dritte große Festtag der jungen Republik. In sechs Wochen drei Feiertage. 
Etwas reichlich. Und was für Feiertage. Jegliche produktive Arbeit nicht nur aus-
geschaltet, sondern verpönt, der ganze Verkehr unterbrochen. Kein Tram, keine 
Droschken, keine Furagekolonnen, alle Handlungen geschlossen, selbst die Post 
feiert, auch die Eisenbahn zum Teil. Das konnte das alte Regime nicht! Und dabei 
keine sichtbare Gewalt, die das Schwungrad des ganzen wirtschaftlichen Lebens 
wie mit einem Zaubergriff e anhält. Man kennt nicht einmal die Namen der Macht-
haber, die hinter den Kulissen so geschickt agieren und die Puppen an unsichtbaren 
Fäden tanzen lassen. Eine kleine Bewegung, und alles pariert, ganz automatisch, 
wunderbar präzis. Und läßt man diesen Tag objektiv auf sich wirken, sieht diesen 
in zahllosen Gliedern sich fortziehenden Heerwurm der Sozialdemokratie, schaut 
all die unter alleinseligmachenden roten Zeichen sich aneinandergliedernden het-
erogenen Elemente, heterogen in Lebensstellung, -führung und -auff assung, Sol-
daten, Arbeiter, fette Bürger, Köchinnen, Schüler und andere Kinder, Flüchtlinge 
usw., erblickt die Häuser in rotem Flaggenschmuck, dieselben Häuser, die noch 
vor zwei Monaten in Weißblaurot prangten, so muß man staunen, wie staark der 
Herdensinn auch bei dem sich selbst bestimmenden, freien Bürger entwickelt ist, 
und wie gut sich die Führer auf Psychologie der Masse verstehen. Aber auch über 
die Gedankenlosigkeit muß man staunen und über die Rückgratlosigkeit. Was hat 
denn der russische Soldat, der sich doch nur zum allerkleinsten Teil, vielleicht 
einem Prozent, aus dem Frabrikproletariat […] mit dem internationalen Arbeit-
feiertage zu tun? Schon allein der scheinbare Widerspruch, daß man am 18. April 
vom 1. Mai spricht, man in seinem trägen Muschikhirn Verwirrung hervorrufen. 
Er trottelt aber in dumpfer Gedankenlosigkeit mit. Und der Hausbesitzer am Bou-
levard, der Fabrikant, hat für ihn die Forderung des Achtstundentages und der Ruf 
der Proletarier aller Länder nach Einigung wirklcich einen so freundlichen Klang, 
daß er seinen Liberalismus als roten Lappen zum Fenster heraushängen kann? [...] 
Rein äußerlch betrachtet, werden die Zeitungen morgen wohl von einer grandiosen 
Manifestation sprechen und vielleicht auch die Ordnung loben. Das wird man aber 
wohl nicht lesen, daß die Letten, die hier sicher die Regisseure der Manifestation 
waren und einen recht sichtbaren Posten in majorem Lattwiae gloriam einzuneh-
men gedachten, eingentlich vollkommen vom Meer der russischen Soldaten ver-
schlungen wurden. Auch das wird die Zeitung nicht bringen, daß eine ganze Divi-
sion (die 109.) mit schwarzen Flaggen und mit dem Ruf „Nieder mit dem Krieg!“ 
einen Mißton in den roten Festtag hineinzutragen beabsichtigte. Ob der Plan zur 
Ausführung gelangte, weiß ich nicht, ist übrigens gleichgültig.1

1 L , pp. 36-37.
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A prince in Riga

Prince Leopold of Bavaria, the German commander of the Eastern Front, record-
ed his experience in Riga in his war diary.

Die Vorstadt am linken Ufer bot wenig anziehendes mit Ausnahme einiger schö-
neren Villen; die Fabriken hatten die Russen zerstört oder wenigstens vollkom-
men abgeräumt; so z.B. die große Kautschukfabrik, deren Erzeugnisse uns aller-
dings sehr willkommen gewesen wären. […] 

Beim betreten des breiten Quais am rechten Ufer empfi ng un seine große begeis-
terte Volksmenge meist den besseren Ständen angehörend, wohl meist Balten und 
deutsche Kaufl eute. 

Unvergesslich sind diese Augenblicke des begeisterten Empfanges. Namentlich 
waren es die alten und die jungen Damen, Frauen und Mädchen, welche mit 
Tränen in den Augen gerührt dankten, dass wir gekommen seien, sie zu befreien. 

Immer wieder musste man hören: Drei Jahre haben wir gewartet; Gott sei Dank, 
dass Sie da sind. Eine derselben kam mit drohend erhobenen Finger mit diesen 
Worten auf mich los. […] 

[Später] Als wir das Hotel verließen… […] Eine große Menschenmenge hatte 
sich versammelt, die uns eine begeisterte Ovation brachte. In allen Straßen der 
Stadt, auf welchen überall die festlich gekleidete Einwohnerschaft sich bewegte, 
wurden wir freundlich begrüsst, die jungen Damen warfen Blumen in Fülle. […] 
Es war für mich wenigstens einer der interessantesten und schönsten Tage im 
ganzen Kriege.2

A German baroness marches with the communists 

The Baroness Angelika von Korff  describes the May Day celebrations of 1919 in 
her diary.

[…] Alle versammelten sich auf dem Schloßhof und wurden dort in Reih und 
Glied aufgestellt. Immer zu viert. Leni und mir gelang es, mit Schwartz und Tante 
Gustchen eine Reihe zu bilden und nun begann ein geradezu endloses Warten. 
Fahnen wurden gebracht, der Chor ordnete sich, Flintenweiber liefen umher und 
verteilten Zettel, die man nachher abgeben sollte, um zu kontrollieren, daß nicht 
am Ende jemand verschwindet. Laut und vernehmlich erscholl von der Dünarich-
tung her Kanonendonner und uns ging das Herz auf bei diesen herrlichen Lau-
ten. Ungefähr nach 1½ Stunden setzte sich der Zug in Bewegung, zur Düna hin, 
wo wir uns mit den anderen Behörden zusammentun sollten. Voran wurde die 
Fahne getragen, dann folgte der singende Chor und dann kamen wir, rechts und 

2 Kriegstagebuch Prinz Leopold v. Bayern, BHSA Abt. IV Kriegsarchiv 1989, 1011-1013.
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links Bewachung. An der Düna wieder endloser Aufenthalt. Es dauerte, bis sich 
alle Behörden zusammenfanden. Hier war die Kanonade noch vernehmlicher 
und wir lauschten entzückt und tauschten vielsagende Blicke. […] Das Dünaufer 
war schwarz von wartenden Menschen, eine Menge Fahnen wehten und das 
Ordnen und Warten nahm kein Ende. Wir waren schon ganz ermüdet, als der 
Zug sich endlich in Bewegung setzte und nun gings los unter den Klängen der 
Internationale und der lettischen Marsaillaise die Alexanderstraße hinauf dem 
Griesenberge zu. Alle Augenblicke mußte der Zug stehenbleiben, wir mußten 
immer und immer wieder stehenbleiben, dann kamen wir nach ca. 4-5 Stunden in 
dieser Sandbüchse an. Die Füße schmerzten vom schlechten Pfl aster, die Glieder 
waren übermüdet und der Hunger fi ng an, sich stark bemerkbar zu machen. Es 
hieß anfangs, man dürfe sich nicht setzen, dann wurde uns gnädigst gestattet, uns 
auf der Erde ein wenig zu erholen. Wir ließen uns halbtot nieder und verzehrten 
das mitgebrachte Brot. Leni gab mir ein Ei, das fand ich rührend und wollte es 
kaum nehmen, doch es war keine Zeit, sich zu zieren, denn es waren nicht 10 
Minuten vergangen, da mußten wir uns wieder aufraff en und weiterwandern. Es 
hieß, das Ende des Zuges hätte sich eben an der Düna auch in Bewegung gesetzt. 
Dr. Schwartz gab mir seinen Stock, so marschierten wir wieder mit endlosen 
Pausen zur Esplanade. Unterwegs standen eine Menge Zuschauer, die sich den 
Zug ansahen. An den Ecken arbeiteten die Photographen und das Singen brachte 
mich zur Verzweifl ung. Sowie der Zug stehenblieb setzten wir uns ein Weilchen 
auf die Stufen irgendeiner Haustür. Eine Lettin, die neben Ebba Götschel ging, 
sah mich an, sprach eifrig mit ihrer Nachbarin. Sie redete von mir, das merkte 
ich und si cher nichts Gutes. Halbtot vor Müdigkeit schleppten wir uns bis zur 
Esplanade, wo die eigentliche Feier erst beginnen sollte. Dort sollten Reden ge-
halten werden, Lieder gesungen etc. Stutschka war noch nicht da, auf ihn wurde 
gewartet. Meine Füße schwankten, ich konnte mich kaum auf den Beinen halten. 
Fräulein Rool neben mir war untergetaucht, sie saß wie ein Türke auf der Straße. 
Ich bat den Milizmann, er solle mich krankheitshalber nach Hause lassen. Er ver-
weigerte es strikt. Resigniert stand ich weiter. Um mich herum eine abgehetzte, 
müde,  stumpfe Menschenmenge. Von irgendeiner Begeisterung war wohl keine 
Spur mehr zu erblicken. Überall nur Verzweifelung über diese Quälerei. End-
lich, endlich erschien Stutschka, betrat die Rednertribüne, wo ca. 20 rote Fahnen 
 wehten, und hielt eine lange, begeisterte Verherrlichungsrede über den 1. Mai 
und die Revolution. Dann sprachen noch Simon Berg und verschiedene andere 
Häupter der Bolschewiken und mir war es interessant, diese Männer persönlich 
zu sehen und zu hören, die so unsägliches Leid verbreiten wo sie hinkamen, und 
die alles zu Wüste und zu einem Tränenmeer verwandelten, was blühend und 
schön war. Als nun dieses alles überstanden war, entließ man uns, und ich wankte 
nach Hause, kaum fähig, die Treppen zu steigen und gedemütigt, dieses alles mit-
erlebt zu haben. In ewigem Gedächnis bleibt mir dieser Tag, der ein Fest für viele 
bedeuten sollte, aber auch die waren nicht mehr begeisterungsfähig. Auch denen 
war das Unheil dieser Herrschaft klargeworden und zu meiner Freude wurden 
auch die Reden von keinem Jubel begleitet, die meisten verhielten sich still und 
gedrückt.3

3 K , pp. 106-109
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The Russians ignore a warning bell

The German military press recounts a humorous story about the evacuation of 
Riga’s church bells under the Russians.
 
Wer mich berührt, Riga verliert. Als sich vor nunmehr zwei Jahren die deutsche 
Front der Düna näherte, fanden es die Russen geraten, auch dort die Kirchen-
glocken von den Türmen zu entfernen. Selbst die Glocken der orthodoxen Kir-
chen wurden aus ihrer luftigen Höhe heruntergeholt. Bei den Arbeiten auf dem 
Turm der lutherischen Jakobskirche stieß man auf eine Glocke mit dem Wahr-
spruch: „Gott schütze uns vor der Pest und vor den Russen“; auf einer anderen 
stand die Weissagung, „Wer mich berührt, Riga verliert.“ Leider hat man ver-
gessen, die geistreichen Gesichter im Bilde zu verewigen, die die aus russischen 
höheren Militärs, den Stadtvätern Rigas und der Geistlichkeit bestehende Kom-
mission machte, als nach feierlicher Abnahme der Glocken diese bis dahin wohl 
unbekannten Sinnsprüche entdeckt und verlesen wurden.4

Germans favor annexation

A German describes the political mood among the Baltic Germans in Riga during 
the period of German occupation.

Jetzt erwachte auch erst die Refl exion und beim Rückblick auf die jahrhunder-
telange Erhaltung des Deutschtums unter polnischer, schwedischer und rus-
sischer Herrschaft glaubten wir nun erst den Sinn und Zweck unserer wechseln-
den Geschichte zu erkennen in der Aufgabe, uns für die dereinstige Angliederung 
an Deutschland vorzubereiten.

Hierzu waren wir nun alle gern bereit: überall regte es sich und alle politischen 
und privaten Gemeinschaften, alle Stände, Verbände, Vereine und Gesellschaften 
traten zu großen und feierlichen Versammlungen zusammen, um Resolutionen 
für den Anschluß an Deutschland zu beschließen. […] so trafen alle akademisch 
Gebildeten im Frack und weißer Binde in ihren mannigfaltigen Farbmützen und 
Bändern feierlich in der Gilde zusammen; so votierte der kleine „Deutsche Hilf-
verein“ […] für den Anschluß usw. Auf die Form des Anschlusses kam es den 
meisten von uns nicht so sehr an wie auf die Tatsache selbst, ob wir als preußische 
Provinz, als besonderes Reichsland oder als Herzogtum unter einem preußischen 
Prinzen angegliedert würden: Prinz Joachim erschien jedefalls alsbald in Riga 
und lebte hier längere Zeit.5

4 Korrespondenz B, 12 September 1917, in: BA-MA PHD 8/23-1916-1917.
5 H , p. 64  
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When the killing is just too much for the men

Various accounts depict the Latvian Flintenweiber as particularly vicious, much 
worse than the communist men.

„In der Nacht werden 21 Männer aus ihren Zellen…herausgeholt und auf den Hof 
zur Hinrichtung geführt. Rufe nach Rettung, Schreie der Verzweifl ung werden 
laut. Pastor Paul Treu mahnt zur ruhigen Ergebung in Gottes Willen und spricht 
ein Sterbegebet. In Gruppen zu fünf werden sie erschossen. Flintenweiber drän-
gen sich zum Henkeramt, das ihnen sexuellen Reiz gewährt. Sie treff en schlecht.“6

„Hier hatten die Flintenweiber besondere Aufgaben zu erfüllen, indem sie mit 
der Erschießung der Gefangenen betraut wurden. Und dieses Werk übten diese 
sadistischen Frauenzimmer in brutalster Weise aus. Wenn es zuweilen geschah, 
daß die Rotgardisten versagten, ihre Opfer ums Leben zu bringen, dann taten es 
die Flintenweiber mit eisigem Lachen.“7

„Im Schützengarten üben die Milizweiber das Schießen. Immer hört man es, wenn 
man dort vorübergeht. Sie sind es auch, die jetzt meist Todesurteile vollstrecken, 
denn manchen Männern wird dieses grausame Hinmorden schon zuviel.“8

„Als schließlich den Milizsoldaten dieses Morden zum Ekel wurde, – vielleicht 
aber auch, nur weil ihnen diese Nachtarbeit unbequem war – erklärten die soge-
nannten Flintenweiber, – die weibliche Miliz, – die Erschießungen übernehmen 
zu wollen, was ihnen ein sadistisches Vergnügen bereitete.“9

„Früh morgens im Kaiserwald vollziehen Flintenweiber unter Lachen und Scher-
zen Exekutionen von Todesurteilen.“10

Latvian Amazons

A Russian witness describes the Latvian “Flintenweiber” or “gun women” in 
much the same terms as many German witnesses. He dates their appearance to 
April when, he says, the men who were serving as police were sent to the front.

Места этих милиционеров заняли молодые латышские коммунистки, которые 
до сих пор, вероятно, или скрипели перьями где-нибудь в канцеляриях, 
или сидели в ожидании женихов на шее многосемейных папаш. Было бы 
ошибкой считать, что кадры коммунисток комплектовались исключительно 

6 H , Kommunistenchronik, entry 16 March 1919. 
7 P , p. 45.
8 K , entry from 19 February 1919.
9 U -S , Erlebnisse, p. 20. The topos of the woman being willing to kill when 

the men were no longer able was even recorded in the 1950s. See B , p. 269.
10 H , Kommunistenchronik, entry from 26 March 1919. See also P , p. 47.
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из пролетарских рядов. Конечно, в состав их входил и некоторый 
процент темпераментных и экспансивных пролетарок. Но главные кадры 

формировались, приблизительно, из тех же социальных кругов, откуда 
вышли их братья по кровавому ремеслу. Это были дочери мелких и средних 
торговцев, домовладельцев средней руки и проч. Меньше всего, конечно, 
вся эта публика руководилась интересами коммунизма и революции и в 
основе их поступков лежала все та же жажда легкой и быстрой наживы и 
скорейшего обогащения за чужой счет, какая обуревала и красных стрелков, 
принесших из России не только пуды презренных царских, думских и 
керенских бумажек, но и золото, и серебро, и бриллианты погибших в 
чрезвычайках и концентрационных лагерях русских буржуа.

Этим я и объясняю внезапный коммунизм всех засидевшихся латышских 
невест, однажды появившихся на улицах в шляпах и с винтовками через 
плечо.

По мере того, как красные амазонки от наружной постовой и караульной 
службы переходили к службe чекистской и увлекались обысками и арестами, 
внешний их вид выигрывал с каждым днем. Эти особы уже щеголяли на 
улицах в котиковых и каракулевых саках, в лакированных ботинках, с 
бриллиантами в ушах и драгоценными перстнями на наманикюренных 
пальцах (маникюром увлекались решительно все коммунисты, начиная 
от правителей кончая рядовыми стрелками), но по-прежнему с винтовкой 
через плечо, дулом вниз.

Это была одна из омерзительнейших картин латышского коммунизма.
Притом, эти молодые мегеры отличались исключительной и чисто 
дьявольской жестокостью.

Если какому-нибудь несчастному обывателю, подвергнувшемуся 
чекистскому обыску иногда удавалось тронуть сердце чекиста-мужчины и 
он, поддаваясь на слезы детей, начинал производить обыск поверхностно 
и формально (такие случаи бывали), то женщину-коммунистку такими 
сeнтиментальностями, как детские слезы и истерика, тронуть было 
невозможно. У женщин-чекисток было всегда какое-то верхнее чутье, 
благодаря которому им удавалось откапывать спрятанное золото и 
драгоценности даже в таких квартирах, которые уже не раз обыскивались 
специалистами, обладавшими солидным стажем.11

11 B , Chetyre s polovinoi mesiatsia, pp. 253-254.
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A Latvian Flintenweib in her own words

A Latvian woman recounts her time as a “Flintenweib” in wartime Riga.

Okupanti bija galīgi izlaupījuši Latviju. Strādniekiem un Sarkanai Armijai trūka 
pārtikas. Buržujiem un spekulantiem vienā otrā vietā noslēpti pārtikas un preču 
krājumi. Tā kā biju kaujas pulciņa locekle, bieži piedalījos kratīšānās un pārti-
ku konfi scēšānā. Arī mans bijušais darba devējs, koku tirgotājs Alfreds Brauns, 
pie kura agrāk strādāja trīs kalpones un zirgu puisis, bija savilcis savā ligzdā, 
Mednieku ielā Nr. 6, lielus mantu krājumus cukura, miltu un arī noslēptas dār-
glietas. Par to man pastāstīja sētnieks. Pārmeklējot Braunu māju, apkures telpās 
atradām vairākas mucas gaļas, lielus krājumus cukura, miltu un arī noslēptas 
dārglietas. Citās vietās, sevišķi tirgotāju mājās, atradām daudz gatavu apģērbu 
und manufaktūras. Iztikai atstājām, bet visu lieko konfiscējām.

Martā, kad stāvoklis frontē kļuva sevišķi grūts un visi spēcīgākie vīrieši aizgā-
ja uz fronti, mūs, Rīgas kaujas pulciņu sievietes, mobilizēja pilsētas apsardzes 
dienestam. Novietoja mūs uz dzīvi tagadējās Augstākās tiesas telpās. Maiņās die-
nu und nakti apsargājām ieroču, pārtikas un citas noliktavas, patrulējām arī pa 
ielām. Mūs, revolūcijas sargkareives, tolaik buržuji dēvēja par “plinšu sievetes.”12

A second royal visit in 1918

The Latvian newspaper Baltijas Ziņas reported on the visit of Prince Leopold of 
Bavaria, the supreme commander of German forces on the eastern front, in July 
of 1918. It was the prince’s second visit, the fi rst having been shortly after the 
capture of Riga. 

Die Einwohner der eroberten Stadt konnten in ihm nur den fremden Eroberer 
 sehen, von desssen Verfügungen in jeder Hinsicht ihr Schicksal abhängig sein 
konnte. Nähere Beziehungen bestanden nicht und konnten nicht bestehen. Die 
jetzige Lage ist eine andere. Die Bande zum bisherigen Zugehörigkeitsstaat 
Rußland sind zerrissen, und die Beziehungen zwischen dem Eroberer Deutsch-
land und dem eroberten Riga sind enger geworden. Das letztere hat bei Deutsch-
land Schutz gesucht und hat ein günstiges Versprechen für die Zukunft erhalten. 
An Stelle der offi  ziellen Kühle ist ein freundschaftlicheres Verhalten von beiden 
Seiten getreten. Und wenn jetzt Seine Königliche Hoheit als Oberbefehlshaber 
der hiesigen deutschen Truppen in Riga erscheint, so können die Bewohner in 
ihm nicht mehr einen fremden Eroberer sehen, sondern ihren Beschützer, als 
Vertreter einer befreundeten Macht. Sie können schon mit Vertrauen wärmere 
Gefühle an den Tag legen, überzeugt, daß sie von ihm nichts Feindliches zu er-
warten haben.

12 K , p. 72. Other communist memoirs can be found that mention them. S , p. 
86, for example, refers to them, even asserting that they were „always energetic and good 
shots.“ 
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Daß sich die lettischen Bewohner Rigas unter solch einem Eindruck befanden, 
konnte man aus dem warmen Empfang ersehen, der dem Prinzen Leopold berei-
tet wurde, als er gesetern zum zweitenmal Riga besuchte. Häuser und Straßen 
waren mit Flaggen geschmückt und begeisterte Begrüßungen empfi ngen und ge-
leiteten den Prinzen, wo er erschien. [...] Indem wir den hohen Gast Rigas auch 
unsererseits begrüßen, sprechen wir die Hoff nung aus, daß Seine Königliche Ho-
heit angenehme Eindrücke von hier emfangen haben wird.13

A teacher’s wife on communist schooling 

In April of 1919 Isa Masing’s diary recorded her thoughts on Latvian communist 
education policy.14

Die Arbeit an der Schule unter den Bolschewiken ist entsetzlich. Man muß selbst 
Hand anlegen, um die unsinnigsten Einrichtungen einzuführen, die die Disziplin 
untergraben. Aufs Lernen kommt es gar nicht an, sondern nur au fdie Freiheit 
der Schüler und Angestellten, und eine große Rolle spielt der Tumm mit Saft 
[ein dünner Haferbrei mit Marmolade], der vom „Staate“ verteilt wird und um 
den sich das Hauptinteresse sammelt. Oskar [Isa Masings Ehemann und ein Leh-
rer] hat soviel unnütze Gänge zur Schulbehörde zu machen und so viele unnü-
tze Papiere auszufüllen, wie bisher unter keiner Regierung. Die Schüler haben 
eigene Komités gebildet und bestimmen selbst in Schulfragen. Natürlich ist es 
in Mädchenschulen und namentlich in der Hartmann‘chen Schule, wo lauter 
Kinder guter Familien sind, lange nicht so schlimm als in anderen Schulen, aber 
widerlich bleibt es doch und untergräbt jede Arbeitslust. Die Direktore erhalten 
jetzt keine höhere Gage als die anderen Lehrer, und vor allen Dingen werden die 
Dienstboten ebenso hoch besoldet wie die Lehrer! Oskar bekommt im ganzen 
ungefähr 1200 Rubel Kerenski monatlich, aber es ist unmöglich, davon zu leben, 
da Fleisch 30 Rubel kostet, Mehl 15 Rubel und Butter 28-30 pro Pfund. Nach 
Pferdefl eisch muß man lange stehen […].

The birth of Latvian Riga

Writing during the siege of the city in October 1919, the Latvian poet Kārlis 
 Skalbe noted how the war had changed the city.

Šinīs dienās es redzēju Latviešu Rīgu. Tik lepnu un skaistu es to nekad nebiju 
redzējis. Kas tas bij, kāpēc man likās, ka tās nami un torņi ir augstāki un stāv 
stikprāk uz savas zemes? Tie nebija stingrie kareivju stāvi, kas ielās ienesa šo 
varonīgo slavu. Līkās, ka arī cilvēki pa šo laiku ir izauguši par galvu lielāki. Visa 

13 Auszüge aus der baltischen Presse 1918 in: BA-MA PHD 8/96, p. 14, a German rendering of 
an article in Latvian in Baltijas Ziņas, 7 July 1918.

14 M , entry for 5 April 1919. 
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pilsēta karo. Tas ir kas nepiedzīvots. Visa pilsēta atrodas pirmajās pozīcijās, karo 
sievas, karo bērni, par kuriem laikrakstos var uziet vienkāršus un aizgrābjošus 
piemiņas vārdus: „Mūsu mazā meitiņa krita no ienaidnieka granātas.“ Šrapneļi 
birst pār namiem, bet neviens nesūdzas, neviens nesaka: mums vajag Rīgu atstāt. 
Visa pilsēta karo. Dažās dienās tā ir tikumiski atjaunojusies. Tā ir nokratījusi savu 
gļēvumu. Mēs redzam kādu jaunu varonīgu seju. Tā ir Latviešu Rīga. Līdz šim 
mēs esam redzējuši tikai vācu un ebreju Rīgu. Šīnīs dienās ir dzimusi latviešu 
Rīga, kura būs mūsu sirds, mūsu gars, mūsu griba. Cīņā par mūsu neatkarību tā 
raus sev līdzi visu Latviju. Šīs ielas būs kā upes, kurās atdarījušies tautas spēka 
avoti. Daugavas krastos top dzīvas mūsu sensenās varoņu teikas. Lāčplēsis, 
zināms, ir tikai pasaka, bet mēs jūtam un redzam, kā viņš ar visiem pleciem izaug 
un paceļas Daugavas krastā un griež krūtis pret ienaidnieku. Cīņa ir vēl tikai 
sākumā. Bet pats grūtākais mums jau ir pāri. Mūsu jaunā armija ir pierādījusi 
savu varonību. Tā ir izpelnījusies Lāčplēša ordeni. Un, kad šī zīme tiks kalta par 
piemiņu mūsu neatkarības cīņām, tad Rīgas pilsēta ar lepnumu to varēs piespraust 
pie saviem vārtiem. Mums būs latviešu Rīga.15

From the Trenches on the Daugava

In Edvarts Virza’s poetic account, during the fi nal battle for the city the newly 
fallen dead of 1919 meet the dead of World War One in the underworld.

“Mēs nākam no Daugavas pozicījām. Augšā ir rudens un kaujas turpinās, mēs 
stāvējām stipri un kritām tāpēc, ka neatkāpāmies. Cīņas ar vāciešiem vēl nav 
beigušās, visi ir kareivji un stāv karalaukos, mūsu tautas kokam nokrīt viena lapa 
pēc otras, bet tas ir stiprs un jūt savu nemirstību. [...] Kamēr jūs guļat, Latvija ir 
augšāmcēlusies un karo uz visām pusēm. Latvijā valda latvieši, bet no vāciešiem 
mēs netiekam vaļā. Viņi pienākuši pie pašas Rīgas, viņi stāv Pārdaugavā, bet 
viņus ieslēdz, viņi kritīs, neviens neizies dzīvs ārā no mūsu zemes. Visa tauta 
jūt, ka tā atrodas savas brīvības vārtu priekšā un gatavojas ieiet tajā ar ieročiem 
rokās.”16

Lutheranizing the Russian cathedral

The German military press reported on the rededication of the Russian Orthodox 
Cathedral for use by the German Lutheran garrison.

An Stelle des prunkvollen Allerheiligsten ist ein schlichter protestantischer Altar 
getreten, und in dem großen Hauptraume und in die Seitennischen ist ein ein-
faches, wohl nur behelfsmäßig gedachtes Gestühl eingestellt. Gegenüber dem Al-
tar ist auf dem Chor eine Orgel eingebaut, die von kleinem Umfang ist und einer 

15 S , Mazās piezīmes in: Iksens, pp. 95-96. Emphasis in the original.
16 V , Varoņu Bēres, p. 133.



339

Schule entstammt, dennoch aber in überraschender Weise mit ihren Tönen das 

Gotteshaus erfüllt. Auch ein großer hölzerner Kronleuchter ist neu hinzugekom-
men. Ein weihvoller Augenblick war es, als in diesem noch immer halb orien-
talisch anmutenden Raume die markig deutschen Klänge des Festgottesdienstes 
einleiteten, mit dem der Bau seinem neuen Zweck zugeführt wurde. Die Liturgie 
hielt Gouvernementspfarrer Grisebach, die Predigt Armee-Oberpfarrer Ritschel; 
zur Teilnahmen waren die Spitzen der Militärbehörden sowie angesehene Ver-
treter der Bürgerschaft Rigas geladen. Möge bald auch der große slavonische 
Spruch um die Hauptkugel verschwinden. Wir möchten wünschen, an seine Stelle 
träte das markige deutsche Lutherwort: „Das Wort sie sollen lassen stahn.“ Es ist 
der schönste Ausdruck für die trotzige Freude, die wir angesichts dieses sym-
bolischen Aktes mit sieghafter Behauptung des protestantischen Deutschtums in 
unserer schwer bedrohten östlichen Mark entzünden.17

Postwar Russian Riga

Writing in early 1921, a Russian visitor sees Riga as a Russian and European 
city, much the same way that the tsarist police chief Felichkin had in 1915.

Рига город в высокой степени европейский. Я затруднился бы назвать 
другой город в России, кроме Петербурга и Москвы, который мог бы в 
этом отношении с ним конкурировать. И Киев и Одесса и Харьков намного 
провинциальнее. […] К русским отношение отличное: везде все говорят по-
русски, охотно по-русски отвечают, в трамваях, на улицах, в общественных 
учреждениях. Письма также можно писать на русском языке, только 
телеграммы с недавних пор велено писать латинскими буквами.

Замечательно, что во времена германской оккупации немцев встречали 
здешние немцы с необычным подъёмом и фатерляндскими чувствами. 
Лились речи на тему «наконец-то совершившимся объединением с дорогим 
фатерляндом» и т. д. Но германское юнкерство так себя здесь вело, 
вообще германский офицер за время войны успел так низко пасть, что под 
конец оккупации рижские немцы уже с тоской вспоминали о временах 
«добродушных славных русских губернаторов и полицеймейстеров» и 
мечтали о скорейшем воссоединeнии с Россией. Сейчас ни о чем больше 
не понимают.18

17 Korrespondenz B, 10 April 1918 in: BA-MA PDH 8/23.
18 G ’, pp. 45-46.
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